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The presidency of George W. Bush has led to the 
worst foreign policy decision in the history of 
the United States—the bloody, unwinnable war in 
Iraq. How did this happen? Bush’s fateful decision 
was rooted in events that began decades ago, and 
until now this story has never been fully told. 

From Craig Unger, the author of the bestseller 
House of Bush, House of Saud, comes a compre- 
hensive, deeply sourced, and chilling account of 
the secret relationship between neoconservative 
policy makers and the Christian Right, and how 
they assaulted the most vital safeguards of Amer- 
ica’s constitutional democracy while pushing the 
country into the catastrophic quagmire in the Mid- 
dle East that is getting worse day by day. 


Among the powerful revelations in this book: 


" Why George W. Bush ignored the sage advice of his 
father, George H.W. Bush, and took America into war. 
= How Bush was convinced he was doing God’s will. 

= How Vice President Dick Cheney manipulated George 
W. Bush, disabled his enemies within the administration, 
and relentlessly pressed for an attack on Iraq. 

= Which veteran government official, with the assent 
of the president’s father, protested passionately that 
the Bush administration was making a catastrophic 
mistake—and was ignored. 

=" How information from forged documents that had 
already been discredited fourteen times by various 
intelligence agencies found its way into President 
Bush’s State of the Union address in which he made 
the case for war with Iraq. 

=" How Cheney and the neocons assembled a shadow 
national security apparatus and created a disinforma- 


tion pipeline to mislead America and start the war. 


A seasoned, award-winning investigative reporter 
connected to many back-channel political and intelli- 


gence sources, Craig Unger knows how to get the big 
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And every one that heareth these sayings of mine, and doeth 
them not, shall be likened unto a foolish man, which built his 
house upon the sand. The rain fell, and the floods came, and 
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and great was tts fall. 
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Oedipus Tex 


lie was a cool, crisp day in the spring of 2004—a rarity for Houston— 
and George H.W. Bush chatted with a friend in his office suite on 
Memorial Drive. Tall and trim, his hair graying but by no means white, 
the former president was a few weeks shy of his eightieth birthday —it 
would take place on June 12, to be exact—and he was racing toward that 
milestone with the vigor of a man thirty years younger. In addition to 
golf, tennis, horseshoes, and his beloved Houston Astros, Bush’s near- 
term calendar was filled with dates for fishing for Coho salmon in 
Newfoundland, crossing the Rockies by train, and trout fishing in the 
River Test in Hampshire, England.' He still prowled the corridors of 
power from London to Beijing. He still lectured all over the world. And, 
as if that weren’t enough, he was planning to commemorate his eighti- 
eth with a star-studded two-day extravaganza, culminating with him 
skydiving from thirteen thousand feet over his presidential library in 
College Station, Texas.’ All the celebratory fervor, however, could not 
mask one dark cloud on the horizon. The presidency of his son, George 
W. Bush, was imperiled. 

One way of examining the growing crisis could be found in the 
prism of the elder Bush’s relationship with his son, a relationship 
fraught with ancient conflicts, ideological differences, and their profound 
failure to communicate with each other. On many levels, the two men 
were polar opposites with completely different belief systems. An old- 
line Episcopalian, Bush 41 had forged an alliance with Christian evan- 
gelicals during the 1988 presidential campaign because it was vital to 
winning the White House. But the truth was that real evangelicals had 
always regarded him with suspicion—and he had returned the senti- 
ment. 

But Bush 43 was different. A genuine born-again Christian himself, 
he had given hundreds of evangelicals key positions in the White 
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House, the Justice Department, the Pentagon, and various federal agen- 
cies. How had it come to pass that after four generations of Bushes at 
Yale, the family name now meant that progress, science, and evolution 
were out and stopping embryonic stem cell research was in? Why was 
his son turning back the hands of time to the days when Creationism 
held sway? 

But this was nothing compared to the Iraq War and the men behind 
it. George H.W. Bush was a genial man with few bitter enemies, but his 
son had managed to appoint, as secretary of defense no less, one of the 
very few who fit the bill—Donald Rumsfeld. Once Rumsfeld and Vice 
President Dick Cheney took office, the latter supposedly a loyal friend, 
they had brought in one neoconservative policy maker after another to 
the Pentagon, the vice president’s office, and the National Security 
Council. In some cases, these were the same men who had battled the 
elder Bush when he was head of the CIA in 1976. These were the same 
men who fought him when he decided not to take down Saddam Hus- 
sein during the 1991 Gulf War. Their goal in life seemed to be to dis- 
mantle his legacy. 

Which was exactly what was happening—with his son playing the 
starring role. A year earlier, President George W. Bush, clad in fighter- 
pilot regalia, strode triumphantly across the deck of the U.S.S. Abraham 
Lincoln, a “Mission Accomplished” banner at his back—the Iraq War 
presumably won. But the giddy triumphalism of Operation Shock and 
Awe had quickly faded. America had failed to form a stable Iraqi govern- 
ment. With Baghdad out of control, sectarian violence was on the rise. 
USS. soldiers were becoming occupiers rather than liberators. Coalition 
forces were torturing prisoners.’ As for Saddam’s vast stash of weapons 
of mass destruction—the stated reason for the invasion—none had 
been found. 

Bush 41* had always told his son that it was fine to take different 
political positions than he had held. If you have to run away from me, 
he said, Pll understand.’ Few things upset him. But there were limits. 


*One problem with writing about the relationship between George H.W. Bush and 
George W. Bush is the laborious repetition of their full names to differentiate the two 
men. The younger Bush is not, strictly speaking, a junior—he is missing the “H.” — so 
referring to him as such would be inaccurate, and, perhaps as a result, reporters have 
sometimes referred to him as W. or, in the Texas fashion, Dubya. Because George 
H.W. Bush was the forty-first president of the United States and George W. Bush the 
forty-third, at times they will be referred to as Bush 41 and Bush 43 in this book, at 
times by their full names, and at times as the elder or younger Bush. 
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He was especially proud of his accomplishments during the 1991 Gulf 
War, none more so than his decision, after defeating Saddam in Kuwait, 
to refrain from marching on Baghdad to overthrow the brutal Iraqi dic- 
tator. Afterward, he wrote about it with coauthor Brent Scowcroft, his 
national security adviser, in A World Transformed, asserting that taking 
Baghdad would have incurred “incalculable human and political costs,” 
alienated allies, and transformed Americans from liberators into a hos- 
tile occupying power, forced to rule Iraq with no exit strategy.’ His own 
son’s folly had confirmed his wisdom, he felt. 

But now his son had not only reversed his policies, he had taken 
things a step further. “The stakes are high. .. .” the younger Bush told 
reporters on April 21.5 “And the Iraqi people are looking—they’re 
looking at America and saying, are we going to cut and run again?” 

The unspoken etiquette of the Oval Office was that sitting and for- 
mer presidents did not attack one another. “Cut and run” was precisely 
the phrase Bush 43 used to taunt his Democratic foes, but this time he 
had used it to take a swipe at his old man. 

Having returned recently from the Masters Golf Tournament in 
Augusta, Georgia,’ the elder Bush was eagerly looking forward to his 
celebrity-studded birthday. bash in June. But, to his dismay, the media 
didn’t miss his son’s slight of him. On CNN, White House correspon- 
dent John King characterized the president’s speech as an apparent 
“criticism of his father’s choice at the end of the first Gulf War.”’ Thanks 
to a raft of election season books, the press was asking questions about 
whether there was a rift between father and son." 

So on that brisk spring day, a friend of Bush 41’s dropped by the 
Memorial Drive offices and asked the former president how he felt about 
his son’s controversial remarks. The elder Bush was stoic and taciturn as 
usual. But it was clear that he was not merely insulted or offended — his 
son’s remark had struck at the very heart of his pride. “I don’t know 
what the hell that’s about,” George H.W. Bush said, “but I’m going to 
find out. Scowcroft is calling him right now.” 


The battle lines between father and son had been drawn even before the 
Iraq War started —a discreet, sub-rosa conflict that was both deeply per- 
sonal and profoundly political. In the balance hung policies that would 
kill and maim hundreds of thousands of people, create millions of 
refugees, destabilize a volatile region that contained the largest energy 
deposits on the planet, and change the geostrategic balance of power for 
years to come. 
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Ultimately, it was the greatest foreign policy disaster in American his- 
tory —one that could result in the end of American global supremacy. 

The two men shared overlapping résumés — schooling at Andover and 
Yale, membership in Skull and Bones, and an affinity for Texas and the 
oil business. But that’s about where the similarities end. From the priv- 
ileged confines of Greenwich, Connecticut, where he was raised, to 
Walker’s Point, the Bush family summer compound in Kennebunkport 
where his family golted and ate lobster on the rugged Maine coast, to the 
posh River Oaks section of Houston after they settled in Texas, George 
H.W. Bush epitomized a blue-blooded, old money, Eastern establish- 
ment ethos that was abhorrent to the Bible Belt. By contrast, his son had 
been a fish out of water among the Andover and Yale elite, and scurried 
back to the West Texas town of Midland after graduating from the 
Harvard Business School. Nothing made him happier than clearing 
brush off the Texas plains. 

People who knew both men tended to favor the father. “Bush senior 
finds it impossible to strut, and Bush junior finds it impossible not to,” 
said Bob Strauss, the former chairman of the Democratic National Com- 
mittee who served as ambassador to Moscow under Bush 41 and remained 
a loyal friend." “That’s the big difference between the two of them.” 

More profoundly, they epitomized two diametrically opposed forces. 
On one side was the father, George H.W. Bush, a realist and a pragma- 
tist whose domestic and foreign policies fit comfortably within the age- 
old American traditions of Jeffersonian democracy. On the other was his 
son George W. Bush, a radical evangelical poised to enact a vision of 
American exceptionalism shared by the Christian Right, who saw Amer- 
ican destiny as ordained by God, and by neoconservative ideologues, 
who believed that America’s “greatness” was founded on “universal 
principles”” that applied to all men and all nations—and gave America 
the right to change the world. 

And so an extraordinary constrained nonconversation of sorts 
between father and son had ensued. Real content was expressed only via 
surrogates. In August 2002, more than seven months before the start of 
the Iraq War, Brent Scowcroft, a man of modest demeanor but of great 
intellectual resolve, was the first to speak out. At seventy-seven, Scow- 
croft conducted himself with a self-effacing manner that belied his 
considerable achievements. Ever the loyal retainer, he was the public 
voice of Bush 41, which meant he had the tacit approval of the former 
president. “They are two old friends who talk every day,” says Bob 
Strauss. “Scowcroft knew it wouldn’t terribly displease his friend.”" 
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Well aware that war was afoot, Scowcroft had tried to head it off with 
an August 15, 2002, Wall Street Journal op-ed piece titled “Don’t Attack 
Saddam” and TV interviews. As a purveyor of the realist school of for- 
eign policy, and as a protégé of Henry Kissinger, Scowcroft believed that 
idealism should take a backseat to America’s strategic self-interest, and 
his case was simple. “There is scant evidence to tie Saddam to terrorist 
organizations,” he wrote, “and even less to the Sept. 11 attacks.”"* To 
attack Iraq, while ignoring the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, he said, “could 
turn the whole region into a cauldron and, thus, destroy the war on ter- 
rorism.”!> A few days later, former secretary of state James Baker, who 
had carefully assembled the massive coalition for the Gulf War in 1991, 
joined in, warning the Bush administration that if it were to attack Sad- 
dam, it should not go it alone.” 

On one side, aligned with Bush 41, were pragmatic moderates who 
had served at the highest levels of the national security apparatus— 
Scowcroft, Baker, former secretary of state Lawrence Eagleburger, and 
Colin Powell, with only Powell, as the sitting secretary of state, having 
a seat at the table in the new administration. On the other side, under the 
younger George Bush, were Dick Cheney, Donald Rumsfeld, Deputy 
Secretary of Defense Paul Woltowitz, and Richard Perle, chairman of the 
Defense Policy Advisory Board Committee —all far more hawkish and 
ideological than their rivals. 

Of course, both Scowcroft and Baker would have preferred to give 
their advice to the young president directly rather than through the 
media,” and as close friends to Bush senior for more than thirty years, 
that should not have been difficult. After all, Scowcroft’s best friend was 
the president’s father, his close friend Dick Cheney was vice president, 
and Scowcroft counted National Security Adviser Condoleezza Rice 
and her deputy Stephen Hadley* among his protégés. And James Baker 
had an even more storied history with the Bushes. 

“Am I happy at not being closer to the White House?” Scowcroft 
asked. “No. I would prefer to be closer. I like George Bush personally, 
and he is the son of a man I’m just crazy about.” 

But in the wake of Scowcroft’s piece in the Journal, both men were 
denied access to the White House. When the elder Bush tried to inter- 
cede on Scowcroft’s behalf, he met with no success. “There have been 
occasions when Forty-one has engineered meetings in which Forty- 


*When Rice became secretary of state in Bush’s second administration, Hadley 
took her position as national security adviser. 
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three and Scowcroft are in the same place at the same time, but they 
were social settings that weren’t conducive to talking about substantive 
issues,” a Scowcroft confidant told The New Yorker.” 

Meanwhile, Bush senior did not dare tell his son that he shared Scow- 
croft’s views. According to the Bushes’ conservative biographers, Peter 
and Rochelle Schweizer, family members could see his torment.” When 
his sister, Nancy Ellis, asked him what he thought about his son’s plan 
for the war, Bush 41 replied, “But do they have an exit strategy?” 

In direct talks between father and son, however, such vital policy 
issues were verboten. “[Bush senior is] so careful about his son’s prerog- 
atives that I don’t think he would tell him his own views,” a former aide 
to the elder Bush told New York Times columnist Maureen Dowd.” 
When the Washington Post’s Bob Woodward told Bush 43 that it was 
hard to believe he had not asked his father for advice about Iraq, the 
president insisted the war was never discussed. “If it wouldn’t be cred- 
ible,” Bush added, “I guess I better make something up.”” 

Likewise, friends who saw them together found that they had 
absolutely nothing to say to each other on matters of vital national 
importance. “I was curious to see how they related to one another, and 
I'll be damned,” said Bob Strauss, who shared an intimate dinner with 
them in the White House. “They never discussed the war, never dis- 
cussed politics. We talked about social things, friendships, what was 
going on back in Texas. It was like a couple of old friends just gossiping 
about the past.” 


By 2006, however, tens of thousands of people had been killed in the 
Iraq War. Launched with the stated intention of eliminating Iraq’s 
weapons of mass destructions, the war had turned up no weapons what- 
soever, and had instead raised profound questions about U.S. intelli- 
gence. Likewise, it had been disastrous in terms of America’s strategic 
ambitions. Instead of shoring up Israeli security and replacing rogue 
regimes in the Middle East with friendly, pro-Western allies, the war had 
turned Iraq into a terrorist training ground. By eliminating Saddam 
Hussein, the United States had sparked a Sunni-Shrite civil war that 
threatened to spread throughout and destabilize the entire Middle East. 
Far from creating a secular democracy, the war had empowered Shr ite 
fundamentalists aligned with Iran. The Islamic Republic of Iran, Amer- 
ica’s greatest foe in the region, had, unwittingly, been empowered. Dra- 
matic action was necessary if Bush senior’s legacy was to be saved. 
Enter the Iraq Study Group (ISG), a panel chaired by James Baker 
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and former Democratic congressman Lee Hamilton and charged, in 
March 2006, with reassessing the deteriorating situation in Iraq and mak- 
ing policy recommendations. With Baker, the legendary Republican 
political operator and close friend of the former president, and Lawrence 
Eagleburger, who had also served as Bush 41’s secretary of state,* on the 
commission, and with Brent Scowcroft a consultant to it, key figures of 
Bush senior’s national security team finally had a politically opportune 
moment to present a bipartisan fig leaf that would enable the president 
to change course. 

By now, however, Baker and Scowcroft knew that even their sub- 
stantial persuasive powers would not change the president’s mind, so 
they devised an alternative strategy." The key would be to get help from 
one of the very few people close enough to the president who could 
possibly persuade him to change direction—Secretary of State Con- 
doleezza Rice. 

The forty-eight-year-old Rice was slender, perfectly coiffed, and 
ferociously poised —the most powerful African-American woman in the 
country. Having come of age working with Scowcroft and James Baker 
in Bush senior’s administration, she had also developed a special, if 
somewhat strange, relationship with the younger Bush. When Rice 
once publicly referred to Bush as “my husband,” it was widely seen as 
a Freudian slip that reflected how close they had become.” Her prede- 
cessor, former secretary of state Colin Powell, once a trusted member of 
Bush 41’s circle, had proven remarkably ineffective in fighting the neo- 
cons, and was long gone. That left Rice, the only member of the old 
guard who had unalloyed access to the president, as the crucial bridge 
between 41 and 43. 

So, in late August 2006, according to a report by Sidney Blumenthal, 
a former senior adviser to Bill Clinton, in Salon, Scowcroft met with 
Rice to explain that a comprehensive new approach to the Middle East 
was in order, including a focus on the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. Rice 
seemed to agree. “How are we going to present this to the president?” 
she asked Scowcroft.” 

“Not we,” replied Scowcroft. “You.” He emphasized that only she 
was in a position to get Bush to change his policies. 


* Another high-level Bush 41 appointee, former CIA director Robert Gates, served 
on the panel until he was nominated to be secretary of defense in 2006. Eagleburger 
replaced him. 
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About two weeks later, there were signs from the State Department that 
Scowcroft’s meeting with Rice had paid off. On September 15, Philip 
Zelikow, Rice’s closest aide, gave a speech asserting that the Israeli- 
Palestinian conflict must be addressed if Arab moderates and Europeans 
were to cooperate with the United States in the Middle East.” 

Zelikow’s talk was widely seen as the first sign of a dramatic shift in 
administration policy. As the November 2006 midterm elections 
approached, thanks to growing antiwar sentiment, the hawks were 
finally in retreat. Deputy Secretary of Defense Paul Wolfowitz and 
Under Secretary of Defense Douglas Feith, two highly controversial 
neoconservative architects of the war, had left the administration the pre- 
vious year under fire. And eight retired generals had demanded Donald 
Rumsfeld’s resignation.” 

But the neocons were not dead yet. Immediately after Zelikow’s 
speech, Cheney’s office responded with fierce attacks on Zelikow from 
inside the bureaucracy.” Reports surfaced in the Jerusalem Post” and the 
New York Sun,” two neocon papers, undermining Zelikow’s message. 
Faced with the prospect of battling Cheney, Condoleezza Rice caved 
instantly. The State Department assailed Zelikow. “The issues of Iran and 
Israeli-Palestinian interaction each have their own dynamic, and we are 
not making a new linkage between the two issues,” State Department 
spokesman Sean McCormack announced.” “Nothing in Philip’s remarks 
should be interpreted as laying out or even hinting at a change in policy.” 
On November 27, Zelikow abruptly resigned.” 

But, most important, Rice never followed through after her meeting 
with Scowcroft. She never stepped up to the plate to try to persuade 
Bush to change course. Once again, the neocons held sway. As a result, 
Bush 41’s moderates were in a much weaker position than they had 
anticipated as the Iraq Study Group prepared to make its presentation. 


The ritualized pomp and circumstance began at dawn on December 6, 
2006, with the motorcade of long black sedans carrying the esteemed 
Wise Men (and one woman) to the White House. At 7:00 a.m., all ten 
members of the Iraq Study Group—James Baker, Lee Hamilton, for- 
mer Supreme Court justice Sandra Day O’Connor, former secretary of 
state Lawrence Eagleburger, Clinton friend and adviser Vernon Jordan, 
former attorney general Edwin Meese, former White House chief of 
staff Leon Panetta, former secretary of defense William Perry, and for- 
mer senators Charles Robb and Alan Simpson —arrived to hand-deliver 
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signed copies of their report, “The Way Forward —A New Approach,” 
to the president.” 

Bush formally received the group, thanked Baker and Hamilton, 
congratulated them on their work, and made a brief, pro forma state- 
ment to the press: “We applaud your work. I will take it very seriously. 
And we will act on it in a timely fashion.”” 

Then the dignitaries climbed back in their motorcade, which made its 
way up to the Capitol. With police sirens signaling their arrival, they 
met first with the House leadership behind closed doors, and handed 
out copies of the report.” Book bearers in tow, Baker and Hamilton led 
the way down a basement corridor, through a banquet kitchen and a 
locker room where waiters had donned bow ties. Dozens of photogra- 
phers and about two hundred journalists were present to document the 
delivery of the report to Senate leaders Bill Frist and Harry Reid. 

Bipartisan commissions, by their nature, tend to be bland affairs, but 
in the urgency of the political moment, the Iraq Study Group was differ- 
ent. Congressional Republicans had just been swept out of power in the 
2006 midterm elections; Rumsfeld had been tossed overboard. Now 
came James Baker, the Bush family’s longtime friend and consigliere, to 
talk some sense into the president. With his steely-eyed toughness, Baker 
was the neocons’ worst nightmare. But to war-weary Americans, his 
presence signaled a moment of hope when it seemed that the president 
might finally accept the failure of his policies and try something new. 

A reporter asked Baker if, given his close relationship to the Bush 
family, he thought the president could “pull a 180.” “I never put pres- 
idents I worked for on the couch,” he replied. “So I’m not going to 
answer that, because that would mean I’d have to psychologically ana- 
lyze the inner workings of his mind. And I don’t do that. ”” 

In fact, Bush had no intention of acting on the report’s recommenda- 
tions at all. Much of its content had leaked out beforehand, and Bush did 
not like what it said. With phrases like “grave and deteriorating” and 
“pessimism is pervasive,” its verdict was clear: America’s policies had 
failed. It was time to cut losses. The report highlighted the basic fallacy 
behind the administration’s strategy: the new Iraqi army, the police force, 
and even Prime Minister Nuri Kamal al-Maliki often showed greater 
loyalty to their ethnic identities than to the ideal of a nonsectarian, dem- 
ocratic lraq. Ultimately, military solutions —that is, sending more sol- 
diers to Iraq—could not resolve what were fundamentally political 
problems. 
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Journalists from the Washington Post and the New York Times said 
that, in rejecting all of its substantive recommendations, President Bush 
had, in private, used especially colorful language, calling the ISG study 
“a flaming turd.”** Even if that account was exaggerated, it seemed to 
convey the feelings that led him to dismiss the report so brusquely. 


As for the elder George Bush, he was in the news, too. On December 5, 
less than twenty-four hours before the Iraq Study Group report was 
released, the former president addressed the Florida state legislature in 
Tallahassee, where his son Jeb was governor. In a speech about leader- 
ship —run-of-the-mill stuff for a former chief of state—Bush told the leg- 
islators how proud he was about Jeb’s brave reaction to his defeat in the 
1994 Florida gubernatorial election. “When it came down the home- 
stretch,” Bush senior said, “[Jeb] saw some unpleasant things happen, 
unfair stuff, but he didn’t whine about it, he didn’t complain. ”” 

Then the former president grabbed the podium as if to steady him- 
self. He paused, obviously shaken. “Barbara will bawl me out... .” he 
said wanly. 

Now near tears, he continued. “A true measure of a man is how you 
handle victory,” he said, his voice wavering. Again, Bush grasped the 
podium and hesitated before going on. “And also defeat.”* 

Then his voice cracked. “So in 94 Floridians chose to rehire the 
governor,” he said, “but they took note of his worthy opponent, who 
showed with not only words but with actions what decency he had.” 
Fighting to keep his composure, he collapsed weeping as Jeb rushed 
over to comfort him. 

In an earlier epoch, an inconsequential speech made in Tallahassee by 
a former president might not have even made the evening news. But in 
the era of YouTube and Internet video, it circled the globe instantly, not 
just for one news cycle but forever. 

“Tt is not fully right, or fully fair, to guess about another’s emotions,” 
Peggy Noonan, Bush senior’s former speechwriter, wrote afterward in 
the Wall Street Journal. “But no one who knows George H.W. Bush 
thinks that moment was only about Jeb. It wasn’t only about some 
small defeat a dozen years ago. It would more likely have been about a 
number of things, and another son, and more than him.” 

Noonan pointed out that Bush senior must have known the contents 
of the Iraq Study Group’s report that was being released the next day, 
and its damning judgment of his son’s presidency. “Surely Mr. Bush 
knew—surely he was first on James Baker’s call list—that the report 
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would not, could not, offer a way out of a national calamity, but only 
suggestions, hopes, on ways through it. To know his son George had 
(with the best of intentions!) been wrong in the great decision of his 
presidency — stop at Afghanistan or move on to Iraq?—and was now 
suffering a defeat made clear by the report; to love that son, and love 
your country, to hold these thoughts, to have them collide and come 
together—this would bring not only tears, but more than tears.” 


Less noticed, but just as striking as the former president’s tears, was the 
fact that the son who had created this catastrophe was at the other end 
of the emotional spectrum. Far trom showing signs of anguish at the 
horrors he had unleashed, George W. Bush displayed what Noonan 
called “a jarring peppiness.”* 

And consider the context. A bipartisan panel had just eviscerated 
the centerpiece of his entire presidency. Moreover, by this time, there had 
been so many astounding revelations about Iraq that it was difficult to 
process them all. From Saddam’s phantom WMDs to the “Mission 
Accomplished” photo op, from the fairy-tale pluck of Jessica Lynch to 
the heroic martyrdom of NFL star Pat Tillman, who had been killed by 
friendly fire, the Pentagon had trumpeted one Hollywoodized saga of 
the Iraq War after another. By and large, most of them had been revealed 
as lies. No longer was the Bush White House able to maintain control of 
the narrative. The carefully managed perceptions of the Iraq War were 
vanishing. 

How could one believe in the noble ideal of democratizing the Mid- 
dle East when American soldiers—and even the Iraqi government 
itself —hid out in the Little America bubble of the Green Zone, the so- 
called Emerald City, with its discos, fast food, porno shops—and thou- 
sands of contractors from Halliburton? How could one see American 
soldiers as liberators after the reports of torture and horrifying abuses 
at Abu Ghraib that drove thousands of Iraqis not just to join the insur- 
gency, but to cheer as the charred, mutilated bodies of dead Americans 
were dragged through the streets of Fallujah? How could one celebrate 
the rebuilding of Iraq’s infrastructure when at least $12 billion in cash 
was flown to Baghdad, shrink-wrapped in plastic, and $9 billion of it 
vanished under highly suspicious circumstances.“ Or when untold bil- 
lions went to virtually unregulated private security firms, which 
brought in tens of thousands of mercenaries who were paid enormous 
sums. 

Meanwhile, in terms of blood and treasure, the costs of war had 
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soared beyond anyone’s worst nightmare. Billed as likely to last only a 
few months,* this was a war that was to have practically paid for itself, 
officials had said.**” But with no end in sight, according to the ISG 
report, the war’s price tag exceeded $400 billion and Nobel Prize—win- 
ning economist Joseph Stiglitz put its “true cost” much, much higher — 
at more than $2 trillion. Far from funding the war as promised, Iraq’s 
oil industry was being systematically sabotaged, its oil hijacked, with 
billions of dollars going to subsidize terrorists. No wonder oil prices 
had more than tripled since 2002 to well over $70 a barrel.” 

And then there were the gruesome and horrific human losses. Walter 
Reed Army Medical Center, itself a scandalous victim of neglect, was 
teeming with soldiers who had lost hands and arms, feet and legs, whose 
faces had been burned off, who had been paralyzed, who confronted 
lives very different from what they had imagined scant months earlier. 

Meanwhile, at home, the world’s greatest constitutional democracy 
had implemented unprecedented secrecy and spying on its own citizens. 
There had been a dramatic erosion of civil liberties. The creation of a 
Soviet-style gulag at Guantanamo made a mockery of America’s Con- 
stitution by suspending habeas corpus and embracing the detention of 
prisoners —allowing them no rights whatsoever. The presidency itself 
had become an “imperial presidency,” consolidating enormous powers 
far beyond those intended by the founding fathers, effectively gutting 
the concepts of checks and balances. 

None of which took into account the unforeseeable consequences that 
lay ahead for America thanks to the strategic disaster that was unfold- 
ing. Indeed, the Iraq War had accomplished precisely the opposite of its 
intentions. Rather than end terrorism, it created blood-drenched killing 
fields and vast new training grounds for tens of thousands of jihadists 
and Islamist militias. It created a new Iraqi state dominated by Shr ites 
who saw Israel and America as their enemy. If there had been any win- 
ner at all, it had been the Islamic Republic of Iran. America’s military was 
being stretched thin, its troops overburdened. Ultimately, the war had 
resulted in a historic decline in American power and prestige. 


*In testimony before Congress, Deputy Secretary of Defense Paul Wolfowitz 
said, “It’s hard to conceive that it would take more forces to provide stability in 
post-Saddam Iraq than it would take to conduct the war itself.” He added, “The oil 
revenue of that country could bring between 50 and 100 billion dollars over the 
course of the next two or three years. We’re dealing with a country that could really 
finance its own reconstruction, and relatively soon.” 
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And yet, in the midst of all this, George W. Bush was, as Noonan put 
it, “resolutely un-anguished.” How could he be so free of doubt in the 
face of such a cataclysm? As his father wept, how could he remain so 
serene? 


As the situation in Iraq continued to deteriorate in the summer of 
2007, the larger question of how America arrived at this moment, and 
precisely what that moment meant, was even less clear or understood. In 
the prosecution of the war, and the implementation of Bush’s broader 
vision, many of America’s most sacred institutions, from its judiciary to 
its national security apparatus, had been sabotaged and subverted. 
When it came to the constitutional checks and balances, to the powers 
of the executive branch, lines had been crossed, fundamental principles 
violated, putting at risk precisely what made America so special. Dick 
Cheney had led Donald Rumsfeld and the neocons in creating a separate, 
shadow national security apparatus to create a disinformation pipeline 
putting forth its own wished-for reality as a mechanism to start the war. 
As the summer of 2007 drew to an end, there was even reason to believe 
that the Bush administration would “double down” by bombing Iran, 
a potentially disastrous move that could ignite a global oil war and might 
spell the end of American supremacy forever. How had Americans 
been tricked into allowing these radical policies to be implemented? 
What were the deep cultural forces that had led the country to this his- 
toric catastrophe? 

A hint could be found in Bush’s ready explanation as to why he had 
not gone to his father for advice on Iraq. “You know,” he said, “he is the 
wrong father to appeal to in terms of strength. There is a higher father 
thatlappeakwo. *? 

Indeed, it was precisely this faith—as opposed to reason—that had 
made Bush such an ideal vehicle through whom to implement a revived 
vision of American exceptionalism, a vision shared by neoconservatives 
and the Christian Right, asserting America’s right to fight tyranny all 
over the world. But how had this shared vision, this strange alliance of 
faith and ideology, come to be? 

Astonishingly enough, the story of how neoconservative ideologues 
banded together with the Christian Right to forge these radical policies 
under Bush has never been fully told. In part, that may be because the 
religious sensitivities of both evangelical Christians and Jews make deep 
criticism of America’s Middle East policies the third rail of American 
politics. Indeed, the entire topic is at odds with the way the discourse 
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about the Middle East conflict has been framed in the United States, and 
so taboo that it rarely appears in the American press in any context 
whatsoever. 

To truly understand the scope and meaning of the relationship 
between the neocons and the Christian Right, however, one would have 
to delve into subjects as varied and seemingly unrelated as theology 
and espionage, ancient history and the geopolitics of oil, biblical 
prophecy, political assassinations, and the secret ties between the Penta- 
gon and Israel. One would have to travel in time from the exile of the 
Jews from the Temple in the pre-Christian era to the days of the early 
Puritan settlers in New England to the unending intrigue in Washington 
and the Middle East today. One would have to interview messianic 
Jews in Jerusalem and settlers in the West Bank; Likudnik politicians of 
the Israeli right and Rapturite fundamentalists from the Bible Belt; lead- 
ers of the Christian Right in Lynchburg, Virginia; neoconservative ide- 
ologues in Washington think tanks; CIA intelligence operatives in 
Langley, Virginia, and their Israeli counterparts in Mossad; and the 
many military officers and intelligence officials who rebelled against the 
Bush administration. 

Finally, one would conclude that the most significant “clash of civi- 
lizations” today is not between Islam and the West at all, as the conflict 
is usually framed, but between fundamentalists—not just Islamists, 
but Christian and Orthodox Jewish fundamentalists as well—and the 
modern world. In other words, the most powerful enemies of our 
modern, humanist post-Enlightenment world may not be militant 
Islamists more than an ocean away, but Christian fundamentalists and 
their neoconservative allies who have been waging a ferocious war 
against “militant secularists,” and who finally became influential enough 
to install, for the first time, a powerful leader of the Christian Right, 
George W. Bush, in the White House. 
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Q: a scorching afternoon in late May 2005, Tim LaHaye, the 
seventy-nine-year-old coauthor of the Left Behind series of apoc- 
alyptic thrillers, leads several dozen of his acolytes up a long, winding 
path to a hilltop in the ancient fortress city of Megiddo, Israel. LaHaye 
is not a household name in the secular world, but in the parallel universe 
of evangelical Christians he is a potent cultural icon. The author or coau- 
thor of more than seventy-five books, LaHaye in 2001 was named the 
most influential American evangelical leader of the past twenty-five years 
by the Institute for the Study of American Evangelicals — over Billy Gra- 
ham, Jerry Falwell, and scores of other famous evangelists.' With more 
than 63 million copies of his Left Behind novels sold, he is one of the 
bestselling authors in all of American history. Here, a group of about 
ninety American evangelical Christians who embrace the astonishing 
theology he espouses have joined him in the Holy Land for the “Walk- 
ing Where Jesus Walked” tour. 

Megiddo, the site of roughly twenty different civilizations over the 
last ten thousand years, is among the first stops on the pilgrimage. 
Given that LaHaye’s field of expertise is the apocalypse,* it is also one 
of the most important. Alexander the Great, Saladin, Napoleon, and 
other renowned warriors all fought great battles here. But if Megiddo is 
to go down in history as the greatest battlefield on earth, its real test is 
yet to come. According to the Book of Revelation, the hill of Megiddo, 


*Perhaps because of its association with End Times, the word apocalypse is widely 
thought to refer to the end of the world. However, translated literally from the 
Greek, it means “the lifting of the veil” —that is, “revelation” — and refers to the dis- 
closure to a few privileged persons of something hidden. The last book of the New 
Testament is sometimes referred to as the Apocalypse of John, and, in English, is 
known as the Revelation of St. John the Divine or the Book of Revelation. 
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better known as Armageddon—will be the site of the cataclysmic bat- 
tle between the forces of Christ and the Antichrist. 

To get a good look at the battlefields of the apocalypse, the group 
takes shelter under a makeshift lean-to at the top of the hill. Wearing a 
floppy hat to protect him from the blazing Israeli sun, LaHaye yields to 
his colleague Gary Frazier to explain what will happen during the 
Final Days. The tour organizer and founder of Discovery Ministries in 
Arlington, Texas, near Dallas, Frazier has the demeanor of a high school 
football coach herding his charges on and off the bus during a road trip. 

“How many of you have read the Left Behind prophecy novels?” 
asks Frazier.’ Almost everyone raises a hand. 

“The thing that you must know,” Frazier tells them, “is that the next 
event on God’s prophetic plan, we believe, is the catching away of the 
saints in the presence of the Lord. We call it ‘the Rapture.’” 

Frazier is referring to a key biblical passage, in the first book of 
Thessalonians, that says the Lord will “descend from heaven with a 
shout. ... The dead in Christ shall rise first. Then we which are alive and 
remain shall be caught up together with them in the clouds, to meet the 
Lord in the air.” Because the Greek word þarpazo in the original text is 
sometimes translated as “caught up” or “raptured,” adherents cite this 
as the essential biblical reference to the Rapture. 

“Christ is going to appear,” Frazier continues. “He is going to call all 
of his saved, all of his children, home to be with him.” 

In other words, “in the twinkling of an eye,”* as the Rapturists 
often say, millions of born-again evangelicals will suddenly vanish 
from the earth—just as they do in LaHaye’s Left Behind books. They 
will leave behind their clothes, their material possessions, and all their 
friends and family members who have not accepted Christ—and they 
will join Christ in the Kingdom of God. 

Frazier continues. “Jesus taught his disciples that he was going to go 
away to his father’s house, but that he was not going to abandon 
them. .. . Jesus is going to come and get his bride, which comprises all 
of us who are born again.” 

Frazier is a fiery preacher, and as his voice rises and falls, his listeners 
respond with cries of “Amen” and “That’s right.” 

“I’m going to tell you with zeal and enthusiasm and passion Jesus is 


*'The phrase comes from the first book of Corinthians, 15:52: “In a moment, in the 
twinkling of an eye, at the last trump: for the trumpet shall sound, and the dead shall 
be raised incorruptible, and we shall be changed.” 
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coming on the clouds of glory to call us home. . . . Now, ladies and gen- 
tlemen, I want you to know... that Christ is coming. And we believe 
that that day is very, very near.” 

For miles around in all directions the fertile Jezreel Valley, known as 
the breadbasket of Israel, is spread out before them, an endless vista of 
lush vineyards and orchards growing grapes, oranges, kumquats, 
peaches, and pears. The sight LaHaye’s followers hope to see here in the 
near future, however, is anything but bucolic. Their vision is fueled by 
the Book of Revelation, the dark and foreboding messianic prophecy 
peopled with grotesque monsters—the whore of Babylon, the Beast 
with ten horns and seven heads —that foresees a gruesome and bloody 
confrontation between Christ and the armies of the Antichrist at 
Armageddon. 

Addressing the group from the precise spot where the conflict is to 
take place, Frazier turns to Revelation 19, which describes Christ going 
into battle. “It thrills my heart every time that I read these words,” he 
says. Then he begins to read: “‘And I saw heaven standing open. ... And 
there before me was a white horse, whose rider is called Faithful and 
True. With justice he judges and makes war. His eyes are like blazing 
fnew 

Frazier pauses to explain the text. “This doesn’t sound like compas- 
sionate Jesus,” he says. “This doesn’t sound like the suffering servant of 
Isaiah 53. This is the Warrior King. He judges and makes war.” 

Frazier returns to the Scripture: “He has a name written on him that 
no one but he himself knows. He is dressed in a robe that is dipped in 
blood and his name is the word of God.” 

What is to happen next is the moment the Rapturists fervently await. 
Light-years away from the lamblike, turn-the-other-cheek Christ of the 
Sermon on the Mount, this Jesus is an angry and merciless God, and the 
magnitude of death and destruction he wreaks will make the Holocaust 
seem trifling. Finally, when the battle begins, those who remain on 
earth are the unsaved, the left behind — many of them dissolute follow- 
ers of the Antichrist, who is massing his army against Christ. Accompa- 
nying Christ into battle are the armies of heaven, riding white horses and 
dressed in fine linen. 

“This is all of us,” Frazier says. 

Frazier points out that Christ does not need high-tech weaponry for 
this conflict. “‘Out of his mouth comes a sharp sword,’ not a bunch of 
missiles and rockets,” he says.’ 

Once Christ joins the battle, both the Antichrist and the False 


18 THE FAL OF THE HOUSE OF BUSH 


Prophet are quickly captured and cast alive into a lake of fire burning 
with brimstone.’ Huge numbers of the Antichrist’s supporters are slain. 

Meanwhile, an angel exhorts Christ, “Thrust in thy sickle, and reap.” 
And so, Christ, sickle in hand, gathers “the vine of the earth.” 

Then, according to Revelation, “the earth was reaped.” These four 
simple words signify the end of the world as we know it. 

Grapes that are “fully ripe” —billions of people who have reached 
maturity but still reject the grace of God—are now cast “into the great 
winepress of the wrath of God.” 

Here we have the origin of the phrase “the grapes of wrath.” In an 
extraordinarily merciless and brutal act, Christ crushes the so-called 
grapes of wrath. In the process, he is killing billions of people because 
they did not accept him as their savior. Then, Revelation says, blood 
flows out “of the winepress, even unto the horse bridles, by the space of 
a thousand and six hundred furlongs.”* 

With its highly figurative language, Revelation is subject to pro- 
foundly differing interpretations. Nevertheless, LaHaye’s followers 
insist on its literal truth and accuracy, and they have gone to their calcu- 
lators to figure out exactly what this passage of Revelation means. As we 
walk down from the top of the hill of Megiddo, one of them looks out 
over the Jezreel Valley. “Can you imagine this entire valley filled with 
blood?” he asks.’ “That would be a 200-mile-long river of blood, four 
and a half feet deep. We’ve done the math. That’s the blood of as many 
as two and a half billion people.” 

When this will happen is another question. The Bible says that “of 
that day and hour knoweth no man.” Nevertheless, LaHaye’s disciples 
are certain these events, variously known as the End of Days, the Final 
Conflict, and Armageddon, are imminent. 

In fact, one of them has especially strong ideas about when they will 
take place. “Not soon enough,” she says. “Not soon enough.” 


If such views sound astonishing, the people who hold them are decidedly 
not. For the most part, the group could pass for a random selection 
culled from almost any shopping mall in America. There are warm 
and loving middle-aged couples who hold hands as they stroll through 
the Holy Land. There is a well-coiffed Texas matron with an Hermès 
scarf. There’s a duck-tailed septuagenarian and a host of post-teen mall 


* A furlong is one-eighth of a mile. The phrase “unto the horse bridles” has been 
interpreted to mean a depth of about four and a half feet. 
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rats. There are young singles. One couple even chose this trip for their 
honeymoon. A big-haired platinum blonde with a white sequined cow- 
boy hat adds a touch of Dallas glamour. There is a computer-security 
expert, a legal assistant, and a real estate broker; a construction executive, 
a retired pastor, a caregiver for the elderly, and a graduate student from 
Jerry Falwell’s Liberty University. They hail from Peoria, Illinois, and 
Longview, Texas, as well as San Diego and San Antonio. These are the 
kind of people who made George W. Bush president. 

Many have attended the Left Behind Prophecy Conference on one of 
its tours of the United States, and almost all of them are fans of the Left 
Behind books. In their unquestioning religiosity, however, they seem 
stunningly oblivious to the genocidal nature of the series’ theology.*° 
Like the angry warrior Christ in the Book of Revelation, they seem to 
have no problem with the slaughter of billions of people who have not 
accepted Christ as their savior. 

Such beliefs may seem astounding to secular Americans, but they are 
not unusual. According to a Time/CNN poll from 2002, 59 percent of 
Americans believe the events in the Book of Revelation will take place.” 
In addition, a January 2007 study by the Barna Group, a Christian 
research firm, found that there are as many as 84 million" adult evangel- 
icals in the United States— about 38 percent of the population. 

Exactly what such surveys mean, however, is a different story. The 
same Barna Group poll, for example, found that when a “theological fil- 
ter” of nine rigorous questions was used to find out if respondents were 
really “evangelical,” only 8 percent of the adult population—18 million 
people rather than 84 million—passed the test.? Consequently, the 
actual number of evangelicals varies widely from one survey to another, 
and terms such as “evangelical,” “fundamentalist,” and “born-again 
Christian” are open to a variety of interpretations.’ Perhaps most 


* The Left Behind video game actually invites teenagers to become virtual soldiers 
in a Christian Taliban. As Talk to Action, a website about the Christian Right, puts it, 
you are asked to join “a paramilitary group whose purpose is to remake America as a 
Christian theocracy, and establish its worldly vision of the dominion of Christ over all 
aspects of life. You are issued high-tech military weaponry, and instructed to engage 
the infidel on the streets of New York City. You are on a mission—both a religious 
mission and a military mission—to convert or kill Catholics, Jews, Muslims, Bud- 
dhists, gays, and anyone who advocates the separation of church and state.” 

"Nevertheless, for those who are unfamiliar with such terms, shorthand definitions 
can be worthwhile. The Barna Group defines “born-again Christians” as those who 
have made a personal commitment to Jesus Christ and believe when they die they 
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important, many millions of evangelicals belong to more than 200,000 
churches, most of which are run by pastors who belong to conservative 
political organizations that make sure their flocks vote as a hard-right 
Republican bloc. 

A fascination with Revelation and America’s specially ordained place 
in the divine plan has always been a powerful and elemental, if often 
unseen, component of the American consciousness, predating America 
itself and playing a vital role in its creation. Nor has it been confined to 
the pulpit. Imagery from the Book of Revelation has inspired poets and 
writers from William Blake and William Butler Yeats to Joan Didion and 
Bob Dylan. Elements of Revelation, secularized or otherwise, turn up in 
movies such as the Star Wars trilogies, High Noon starring Gary Cooper, 
The Omen starring Gregory Peck and its various sequels, Clint East- 
wood’s Pale Rider, and countless others. 

Likewise, the myth that Americans are a Chosen People specially 
ordained by God has remained alive and well in various forms over the 
centuries, evolving through time to fit changing economic, military, 
political, and historic circumstances. It has taken the shape of the Puritan- 
ical assertion that America is a Redeemer Nation with a special millennial 
mission. It has been called Manifest Destiny in reference to westward 
expansion through which the early settlers tamed the frontier and Chris- 
tianized heathen savages. It has taken on the guise of American exception- 
alism when the U.S. military ventured forth to make the world safe for 


will go to Heaven because they have confessed their sins and have accepted Jesus 
Christ as their savior. 

As for “evangelicals,” in the American Religious Report of 2004, John C. Green of 
the University of Akron, in Ohio, one of the leading demographers in the United 
States, attributed four key beliefs to evangelicals — biblical inerrancy, salvation through 
faith in Jesus rather than through good works, a personal trust in Jesus Christ as sav- 
ior, and a commission to evangelize and to be publicly baptized as an act of faith. 

As for fundamentalism, theologian and religious historian George C. Marsden has 
famously described fundamentalists as “angry evangelicals.” Core fundamentalist 
beliefs include the inerrancy of Scripture, the virgin birth and deity of Jesus, the 
notion of substitutionary atonement—that is, salvation through faith in Christ because 
he died for our sins; the resurrection of Jesus; and the authenticity of Christ’s miracles, 
including his Second Coming. 

Fundamentalists sometimes criticize evangelicals for a lack of doctrinal purity. But 
in general, for the purposes of this book, insofar as fundamentalism is a subset of evan- 
gelicalism, the difference between the two has less to do with diverging theological 
doctrines than with Christian fundamentalists’ more aggressive political posture in 
fighting modernism, especially with regard to the antiabortion movement, stem cell 
research, gay marriage, and other political issues. 
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democracy. It has been secularized and transformed into various expres- 
sions of romantic nationalism in one era after another, from the days of 
the Puritans to the Wild West, from the Spanish-American War when 
American soldiers Christianized the Philippines to Woodrow Wilson’s 
notion of America as the servant of mankind, from fighting Hitler in 
World War II to the war against godless communism in Vietnam. It has 
been used to rationalize a lust for power, energy security, oil, and wealth. 
Today it means “democratizing” the Middle East and fighting terrorism. 


The notion of American exceptionalism began in the late fifteenth cen- 
tury when America itself was no more than a gleam in Christopher 
Columbus’s eye. A student of biblical prophecy as well as an explorer, 
Columbus asserted that his role in crossing the ocean was to expedite 
the messianic fulfillment of God’s plan for the millennial kingdom on 
earth. “God made me the messenger of the new heaven and the new 
earth of which he spoke in the Apocalypse of St. John... and he 
showed me the spot where to find it,” Columbus wrote in his diary.” 

More than a century later, English theologians espoused similar mes- 
sianic ideals and set about to fulfill them. With the advent of the Protes- 
tant Reformation and the first English-language Bibles came the early 
stirrings of Christian Zionism, the belief that the return of Jews to the 
Holy Land is in accordance with biblical prophecy. By the sixteenth 
century, theologians such as Thomas Brightman, Thomas Draxe, 
Edmund Bunny, and Francis Kett began calling for the restoration of 
the Jews in Palestine.” 

Initially, such ideas were deemed so heretical that some theologians, 
including Kett, were burned at the stake. Nevertheless, the identification 
of the Puritans with the Jews was so deep that some Puritans even 
wanted to use Hebrew in their prayers and to have Mosaic law 
enforced." Ultimately, the most radical among them split off and, like the 
Israelites themselves, fled England to seek a new Zion, a new Promised 
Land, in America. 

Then, in 1630, a wealthy attorney named John Winthrop took a 
group of fellow Puritans across the Atlantic to build a New Jerusalem in 
the New World, one that would provide the foundation for a millennial 
Kingdom of Christ. Just before his ship, the Arbella, made its way to 
Salem,“ Massachusetts, Winthrop, who later became the first governor 
of Massachusetts Bay Colony, addressed his fellow pilgrims with his his- 
toric sermon, “A Model of Christian Charity.” Borrowing a phrase 
from the Book of Matthew’s Sermon on the Mount, Winthrop charac- 
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terized their new homeland as a New Jerusalem by describing it as a 
“city on a hill,” thereby searing in the national consciousness forever an 
iconic phrase to define America’s special role in the world. Famously 
quoted by President-elect John F. Kennedy in 1961 and President 
Ronald W. Reagan in his 1989 farewell address, cited by countless politi- 
cians and pastors, Winthrop’s sermon became one of the essential texts 
that shaped America, and the first to put forth the notion that America 
was a Promised Land. The term Christian Zionism is rarely used to 
describe the seminal myths on which America was founded. Yet the 
enduring power of Winthrop’s celebrated sermon lay in its ability to 
remake Christian Zionism into a uniquely American myth. A city ona 
hill, after all, meant Jerusalem—and Jerusalem was Zion.” Christian 
Zionism had been transformed. America was God’s new Israel. It had 
inherited the spiritual legacy of the Jews. 

Specifically, Winthrop told his followers that, like the Israelites being 
driven from the Temple, they had been persecuted and sent into exile. 
But God’s providence was such, he said, that they had been entrusted 
with enacting the final chapter in human history. They were the Chosen 
People and they were now on their way to the Promised Land.*" 
Winthrop’s metaphor became so deeply rooted among the early settlers 
that Puritan minister Cotton Mather” preached that Christ would return 
once America was built into a truly righteous millennial kingdom.” 
This doctrine became known as postmillennialism because it posited that 
the Second Coming of Christ would take place after the millennium. 

As a result, the Puritans had created a powerful and lasting sense of 
America as part of a utopian mission in the war of good against evil, free- 
dom against tyranny. The Puritan imprint was indelibly stamped on the 
map of America. Salem, Massachusetts, where Winthrop had landed, and 
later Salem, Oregon, Illinois, and more than twenty other states, was the 
New World name for Jerusalem.* There were Goshens, Canaans, and 


*The passage to which Winthrop was referring comes from Matthew 5:14: “You 
are the light of the world. A city set ona hill cannot be hid.” In part, he told his fellow 
pilgrims: “Wee shall finde that the God of Israell is among us, when ten of us shall be 
able to resist a thousand of our enemies; when hee shall make us a prayse and glory 
that men shall say of succeeding plantations, ‘the Lord make it likely that of New En- 
gland.’ For wee must consider that wee shall be as a citty upon a hill. The eies of all 
people are uppon us.” 

‘At least twenty-three states have towns named Salem. Three ships in the U.S. 
Navy have been called the USS Salem, and it is the name of a cigarette brand and a 
nuclear power plant. 
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New Canaans, not to mention various Bethlehems, Zions, and Hebrons 
throughout the nation.” From Increase Mather (Cotton Mathers 
father)” in the late seventeenth century, to Ezra Stiles and Timothy 
Dwight,” both of whom became presidents of Yale University, countless 
other theologians referred to the United States as the American Israel.” 

This notion of America as the new Israel was so powerful that it tran- 
scended Puritan theology and even crossed over into the world of the 
far more secular, post-Enlightenment founding fathers, who, without 
embracing Puritan theology, found enormous value in using these bib- 
lical myths and symbols to give meaning to the colonial experience. In 
fact, on September 7, 1774, with the outbreak of the Revolutionary War, 
George Washington attended the First Continental Congress in 
Philadelphia and heard an Episcopal priest read Psalm 35, clearly sug- 
gesting that Americans, like the Jews before them, had earned the right 
to be called God’s Chosen People, and that God would fight for Amer- 
ica just as He had fought for Israel.** 

The analogy was clear. The British were tyrants like the Egyptian 
pharaohs; the American rebels seeking their freedom were akin to the 
Israelites in Exodus; and America was Zion, the New Jerusalem, the 
Promised Land. Even to committed secularists, such as Adams, Franklin, 


*Likewise, before it adjourned on July 4, 1776, having passed the Declaration of 
Independence, the Continental Congress put together a special committee consisting 
of John Adams, Benjamin Franklin, and Thomas Jefferson to design a seal for the new 
nation. Inspired by the Bible, the committee came up with the idea of depicting “The 
Children of Israel in the Wilderness” by having a pharaoh riding in an open chariot 
with a sword in his hand as he and his men pursued the Israelites into the divided Red 
Sea. Moses was to be standing on the shore, his people behind him, extending his hand 
over the sea so it would destroy the Egyptians. “Rebellion to Tyrants 1s Obedience to 
God,” read the text surrounding the image. 

The Great Seal of the United States was subsequently changed, but even in its final 
form, which can be seen on the one-dollar bill, the thirteen stars, representing each of 
the original colonies, are arranged in the shape of the six-pointed Star of David. 

Exactly why the thirteen-star constellation is arranged in the pattern of a Star of 
David-like hexagram is a matter of considerable dispute. Preliminary versions of the 
design show the constellation taking a random pattern, which is consistent with 
heraldic tradition. Historians have speculated on various possible reasons for the 
change, including George Washington’s friendship with Haym Solomon, a Jewish 
banker who helped finance the American Revolution. In his description of the shield, 
Charles Thomson, the secretary of Congress who designed the final 1782 version of 
the seal, failed to answer why it was changed to a hexagram and simply wrote that the 
constellation “denotes a new State taking its place and rank among other sovereign 
powers.” 
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and Jefferson, these images and biblical myths had an undeniable attrac- 
tion in that they gave narrative coherence to the American Revolution, 
the meaning of which was indisputable: America was about freedom. It 
was the enemy of tyranny. 


Of course, the Puritans were not the dominant force colonizing America. 
Church membership during the colonial period never exceeded 20 per- 
cent of the population,” which also included Catholics, Quakers, Luther- 
ans, Congregationalists, Baptists, Presbyterians, and Jews, many of 
whom, like the Puritans, sought their own brand of religious expression. 
Other early settlers included those seeking economic opportunity in the 
New World and escape from criminal punishment in the Old. And the 
more worldly Founding Fathers were the rationalist men of the Enlight- 
enment— George Washington, John Adams, Benjamin Franklin, Thomas 
Jefferson, John Jay, James Madison, Thomas Paine, and Alexander 
Hamilton—who envisioned a Republic that was very different from that 
imagined by the Puritans.” They rejected the idea of society’s redemption 
through Jesus Christ, but were able to find common cause with the 
Puritans in fighting British tyranny. 

Meanwhile, the Puritans saw the American Revolution itself as the 
birth of the new millennial age.” By asserting their identity as the Cho- 
sen People against the colonial British, they, too, played a key role in the 
Revolutionary War. As a result, the American struggle for independence 
was powered by a variety of forces. 

On the one hand, the proponents of a rational, post-Enlightenment 
America advocated the separation of church and state, freedom of and 
from religion, and they explicitly asserted that “the United States of 
America is not in any sense founded on the Christian Religion.”” On 
the other hand, the Puritans believed in a fundamentalist, theocratic 
state. In parts of colonial New England, they had gone so far as to make 
biblical law the law” of the land—yjust as Islamic fundamentalists later 
did in making Sharia, Islamic law, the rule in some Muslim countries in 
the Middle East and Africa.* Reason was their enemy. In Memorable 
Providences and Wonders of the Invisible World, Cotton Mather even 


*Records from the Colony of New Haven in 1644, for example, say “Itt [szc] was 
ordered that the judicial lawes of God, as they were delivered by Moses, ... be a rule 
to all the courts in this jurisdiction in their proceeding against offenders. . . .” Likewise, 
the Massachusetts Bay Colony under Winthrop was effectively a Puritan theocracy 
based on his religious beliefs. 
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argued passionately for mass executions of women for witchcraft.” 
Even at America’s birth, we see the split between the religious conser- 
vatives and the secularists that would forever divide America.* 

When it came to the founding of the new Republic—and writing the 
Constitution, the Bill of Rights, the Declaration of Independence—the 
post-Enlightenment Founding Fathers held sway. Because there was 
the potential for enormous discord among the thirteen colonies, they 
chose to accommodate religious values by stressing religious freedom over 
purity. “The founders’ professed goal was to establish a nation true to the 
spirit of divine law, a spirit some understood in Christian terms and oth- 
ers according to the canons of Enlightenment philosophy,” writes Forrest 
Church in The Separation of Church and State.” Church concludes that 
“these seemingly opposite world-views collaborated brilliantly and effec- 
tively to establish the separation of church and state in America.” 


In the last half of the nineteenth century, American evangelicalism 
underwent a dramatic transformation and advanced what has become 
the most popular doctrine embraced by the Christian Right today: 
premillennial dispensationalism, a canon championed by evangelicals 
from Billy Graham to the late Jerry Falwell, popularized in apocalyp- 
tic bestsellers such as Hal Lindsey’s The Late Great Planet Earth and 
Tim LaHaye’s and Jerry Jenkins’s Left Behind series, the same doctrine 
espoused by LaHaye and Gary Frazier on the hill in Megiddo, Israel. 
The key agent of change was a renegade Irish Anglican theologian, 
author, and mystic named John Nelson Darby, sometimes known as the 
father of premillennialism.* As the leader of a strict fundamentalist sect 
known as the Plymouth Brethren, or Darbyites,* Darby won a modest 
following in England.* But when he began a series of American tours in 
1859 his fame spread far and wide. Crippled and burdened by a homely, 
deformed face, Darby was nevertheless an intensely charismatic figure 
whose personality “could enslave by its sheer attractiveness.”” He made 
his mark by systematically assembling the prophetic passages in the 
Bible into one overarching, grandiose, and intoxicating apocalyptic 
vision of End Times that combined divine redemption and millennial 


*There were important exceptions, of course. In the nineteenth century, evangel- 
icals who supported the Social Gospels by fighting poverty, crime, racism, and the like 
strayed to the left side of the political spectrum, as did Abolitionists who fought slav- 
ery before the Civil War, and the black church in the civil rights movement of the 
1960s. 
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bliss with brutal justice and gruesome catastrophes into a horrifying, 
nihilistic fantasy. 

At the heart of Darby’s doctrine was the precept that biblical proph- 
esies from even the most convoluted and abstruse part of the New 
Testament, the Book of Revelation, would come to pass exactly as pre- 
dicted. Specifically, Darby preached that there are seven epochs, or 
dispensations, in human history, starting with the Garden of Eden and 
ending with the thousand-year reign of the saints after the Second 
Coming of Christ.** He asserted that we are now living near the end of 
the sixth dispensation, the period immediately preceding the Second 
Coming of Christ. Because Christ would return before the new millen- 
nium, this doctrine was known as premillennial dispensationalism and 
was a distinct break from the Puritan theology of postmillennialism, 
which posits that Christ will return only after a millennium of peace on 
earth.” But Darby’s greatest fame came from popularizing the Rapture. 
The current era would end, he preached, when those who have accepted 
Christ were suddenly “caught up” from the earth to join the Lord in the 
air, thereby escaping the horrifying Tribulation that was to follow. 

Much of Darby’s theology was old hat. As author Paul Boyer points 
out in When Time Shall Be No More, various forms of it had been 
around for hundreds of years, and the Rapture doctrine had been 
expounded in America by Increase Mather two centuries earlier. But 
Darby systematically wove diverse texts into a rich theological fabric 
that he diligently promoted through his writing and nationwide tours. 
He also revived the Christian Zionist notion of the restoration of the 
Jews into Palestine, an event to which he gave great prominence in his 
dispensational system. Once again, Christian Zionism was alive as part 
of American evangelicalism. 

The times could not have been more propitious for America to 
embrace a new apocalyptic vision. Between 1780 and 1860, the number 
of congregations in the United States soared from 2,500 to 52,000." 
Meanwhile, America was reeling from the Civil War, a conflict so blood- 
ily apocalyptic that the lyrics for its anthem had been cribbed from the 
Book of Revelation. “Mine eyes have seen the glory of the coming of the 
Lord” went the “Battle Hymn of the Republic.” “He is trampling out 
the vintage where the grapes of wrath are stored.” 

In the war’s aftermath, a shattered America rapidly transformed 
itself into the greatest industrial power in the world. “Instead of utopia, 
the northern states experienced the rapid and painful transition from an 
agrarian to an industrialized society,” writes Karen Armstrong in The 
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Battle for God.” “New cities were built, old cities exploded in size. ... 
New immigrants poured into the country. Capitalists made vast for- 
tunes from the iron, oil and steel industries, while workers lived below 
subsistence level.” 

Meanwhile, even the most basic tenets about man and society were 
being questioned. In 1859, the publication of Darwin’s The Origin of 
Species, and, later, The Descent of Man, seemed to say that humans were 
just like animals and were not created by God. Liberal theologians in 
America and historians in Germany challenged the dogma that the 
Bible was divinely inspired.” In 1882, Friedrich Nietzsche proclaimed 
that God was dead. 

Many of the institutions founded to promote Puritan orthodoxy 
gradually became something else entirely and promoted this new 
brand of post-Enlightenment humanism. Among them was Yale Uni- 
versity, which was founded with the purpose of sending its graduates 
on as missionaries to spread Christianity throughout the world,* but 
which evolved into a training ground for a secular elite, including 
four generations of Bushes.* 

But each step forward taken by modernism provoked an equal and 
opposite reaction from fundamentalists. Far from making man more 
virtuous, Darbyites believed, the Enlightenment, science, and mod- 
ernism had left mankind so wanton and dissolute that God had to 
intervene and inflict untold misery upon the human race. And part of 
the seductive beauty of Darbyism was that it could be interpreted to 
explain away contemporary social and political forces in terms of Christ 
and the Antichrist, that it could frame the temptations of the modern 
world as going hand in glove with Satan. 

In response to the shattering uncertainties wrought by the upheavals 
of Civil War and modernism, millions of Americans accepted Darby’s 
emphasis on the inerrancy of the Bible and on the final conflict between 
God and Satan. In that context, Darby’s version of the Rapture was an 
alluring revenge fantasy that allowed this aggrieved class of fundamen- 


*Founded in 1701 as the Collegiate School, Yale won funding, and its current 
name, after Increase Mather, the president of Harvard, and his son, Cotton Mather, 
became disillusioned with Harvard’s liberalism and contacted a businessman named 
Elihu Yale on behalf of the new college. More than two centuries later, in his 1951 
book God and Man at Yale, the founding father of the modern conservative move- 
ment, William F. Buckley, took on his alma mater for promoting secular liberalism and 
undermining Christianity. 
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talists to believe that ultimately they would be able to look down from 
the Kingdom of Christ at elite secularists who had once mocked their 
beliefs, but would suffer through an eternity of hellfire and damnation. 

Thanks to a series of highly publicized tours across the United States 
by Darby between 1859 and 1877, millions of Americans, particularly 
Baptists and Presbyterians, eagerly embraced his apocalyptic vision.” 
Dwight Moody, one of the fathers of modern American fundamental- 
ism, became a Darbyite, and spread the word through huge tours all over 
America.” Darby’s theology became an essential part of the curriculum 
at the Moody Bible Institute and other Bible schools that trained thou- 
sands of pastors who in turn spread the word across the land. In 1909, 
Congregationalist minister Cyrus Scofield published the Scofield Refer- 
ence Bible, sometimes called “the most important single document in all 
of fundamentalist literature,” annotating both the Old and New Testa- 
ments with thousands of extended footnotes explicating the Scriptures 
with Darby’s system. It sold more than 10 million copies, and made 
Darby’s premillennial dispensationalism the dominant theology in 
American fundamentalism. 


At the turn of the century, the growing sense that America must fulfill 
its destiny as a Redeemer Nation became a driving force in America’s 
first military adventure overseas. On February 15, 1898, the battleship 
Maine blew up in Havana harbor, killing 266 Americans. The explosion 
was probably accidental, but, spurred on by the cry “Remember the 
Maine!” the American military seized the Spanish colonies of Cuba and 
Puerto Rico before moving on to Guam and the Philippines. 

“Evangelicals who [had] cheered the liberation of Cuba and the 
Philippines, now suddenly embraced their colonization,” writes John 
Judis in The Folly of Empire.** The pro-war press, he adds, assured 
readers that “Americans were not acting like exploiters but in their spe- 
cial role as redeemers of the world.” Or, as Republican legislator Albert 
J. Beveridge proclaimed, the end result of the American occupation 
“will be the empire of the Son of Man.”* At last, America had projected 
its military might abroad. And as Teddy Roosevelt demonstrated in 
1908 by sending America’s Great White Fleet of sixteen ships on an 
unprecedented 43,000-mile voyage around the world, it was ready, will- 
ing, and able to act globally. 

But the evangelicals’ victories were often pyrrhic. In 1925, funda- 
mentalist William Jennings Bryan won the historic Scopes Monkey 
Trial when a Tennessee court ruled that biology teacher John Scopes 
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was guilty of teaching evolution.*® In the process, however, Clarence 
Darrow, the celebrated civil liberties lawyer, humiliated Bryan. H. L. 
Mencken derided Bryan’s fundamentalist supporters as “gaping pri- 
mates of the upland valleys.” The South and the entire fundamentalist 
movement emerged bruised and battered, characterized as credulous 
rubes and hicks, hate-filled yokels who were enemies of science and had 
no business in the modern world. Likewise, in 1933, Prohibition was 
repealed, overturning Bryan’s successful campaign to pass the Eigh- 
teenth Amendment in 1918.” The fundamentalist foray into the national 
debate had turned into a devastating defeat. 

In response, the religious right began a complex process of disen- 
gagement from formal national politics that lasted late into the Cold 
War. Increasingly, parishioners left mainstream Christian denomina- 
tions for smaller sects. They regrouped and realigned themselves.” The 
religious right began to see itself as a beleaguered minority,” and 
embraced various forms of anti-Semitism, anti-Catholicism, and anti- 
communism. 

In the fifties, Carl McIntire’s American Council of Churches linked 
godless communism to the satanic beast prophesied in the Book of 
Revelation.” In 1962, Billy James Hargis, leader of the anticommunist 
Christian Crusade, declared that “the primary threat to the United 
States is internationalism.” Along with McIntire, he had been an ardent 
supporter of Senator Joseph McCarthy’s anticommunist witch hunts.» 
There was a new sense of anger and militancy. Fundamentalists felt mar- 
ginalized—and with good reason. Their faith was under attack by 
mainstream secular culture.” 


By midcentury, most secularists thought such right-wing fundamental- 
ism had been consigned to the dustbin of history. The Atomic Age had 
begun. For better or for worse, man had seized control over his own 
fate. On the one hand, with the horrors of the Holocaust and Hiroshima 
still fresh, both the United States and the Soviet Union were developing 
the H-bomb, and with it the power to destroy humanity. On the other 
hand, the cosmos was being demystified at every level. Thanks to Sput- 


*In 2006, right-wing polemicist Ann Coulter tried to link Hitler’s atrocities to Dar- 
winism, just as William Jennings Bryan asserted that there were close ties between the 
theory of evolution and German militarism and that Darwinism played a key role in 
starting the First World War. “Eugenics is applied Darwinism,” Coulter said. “And it 
sticks out like a sore thumb that all of these German eugenicists preceding the Nazi 
regime were enthusiastic Darwinists.” 
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nik and the space race, outer space was being conquered. Jonas Salk had 
developed a vaccine for polio. And in 1959, James D. Watson and 
Frances Crick decoded the basic building block of life, DNA. By the 
dawn of the sixties, man could go to the moon or wage war on poverty. 
Reason was triumphant. 

Coming as they did in the postwar boom, these scientific marvels and 
technological advances gave birth to and fueled a new, insatiable, and 
extraordinarily powerful consumer culture that dramatically trans- 
formed everyday lives. For the first time, America’s wide-open spaces 
were connected by newly paved interstate highways. The automobile of 
the fifties, festooned with extravagant fins inspired by jet-age aviation 
technology, became an essentially American metaphor for mobility, 
independence, freedom, and sexuality. 

Thanks to radio and television, a vast continent suddenly became a 
global village. On the radio, Ray Charles transformed gospel into the 
devil’s music, the secular—and sexual — beat of rhythm and blues. Rock 
and roll was born. Elvis made its sexuality suitable for mass-market con- 
sumption. For the martini set, Frank Sinatra, Dean Martin, Joey Bishop, 
and Sammy Davis Jr. led the Rat Pack in Vegas. Hugh Hefner’s Playboy 
magazine was newly ascendant. In 1960, the FDA approved the birth 
control pill, enabling tens of millions of Americans to separate sexual 
behavior from procreation. The sexual revolution was under way. 

And with the sixties came Bob Dylan, the Beatles and the Rolling 
Stones, marijuana and LSD. Powerful social movements—the antiwar 
movement, the civil rights movement, environmentalism, feminism, 
and gay rights—divided the country. With the notable exception of civil 
rights, which was rooted in the black church, these movements were 
largely secular in nature. 

By 1965, secularism’s triumph seemed so complete that one of Amer- 
ica’s best-known theologians —albeit a liberal one — was conspicuously 
waving the white flag of surrender. “God is teaching man to get along 
without Him, to become mature... .” wrote Harvard professor Harvey 
Cox, a Baptist minister, in The Secular City. “It may well be that the 
English word God will have to die. ...”* 

Given the cataclysmic tenor of the times in the sixties, 1t was not sur- 
prising how easily many Americans dismissed evangelicalism as nothing 
more than a gaudy, irrelevant, Bible Belt sideshow. After all, with the 
likes of JFK and RFK, Martin Luther King Jr., and Bob Dylan as the 
powerful voices of a new generation, who could take seriously fear- 
mongering evangelicals railing about godless communism? The fact that 


REDEEMER NATION cjl 


evangelicals staged mass burnings of Beatles albums —after John Lennon 
said the band was more popular than Jesus— showed how astoundingly 
out of step they were with the times. While their hip cohorts lined up to 
see Easy Rider, students at evangelical Wheaton College had to lobby 
college administrators —just to see the film Bambi.” No wonder secular- 
ists saw evangelicals as quaint throwbacks to an America of country 
bumpkins and one-horse towns. 

A case in point was Time magazine’s historic April 1966 cover® that 
consisted of a black background and just three words: Is God Dead? 
Citing Harvey Cox and a host of European intellectuals, Time con- 
cluded that modern, secular man had realized he “did not need God to 
explain, govern or justify certain areas of life.” In other words, the 
game was over. Secularists had won. God was dead —except for a few 
Bible-thumping rednecks in the hinterlands. 

In proclaiming the demise of God, however, Time had glossed over 
one extraordinary detail: no fewer than 97 percent of Americans 
believed in God.” True, the mainline churches with which Time’s edi- 
tors were familiar—Presbyterian, Methodist, Episcopal, Congrega- 
tional, American Baptist, and so on—were fading. But as the country’s 
center shifted demographically toward the South and West, old-line 
religion gave way to “that old-time religion” —Southern Baptists, Pen- 
tecostalists, Assemblies of God, and a wide variety of independent 
evangelical and fundamentalist congregations.” 

To these evangelicals, the bold scientific advances and highly prized 
consumer goods hailed by secularists, far from being genuine achieve- 
ments, were daggers poised to strike at all that was sacred. The permis- 
siveness of Dr. Spock’s liberal child-rearing practices combined with the 
newly developed birth control pill and the backseat of a readily available 
Chevy to make a perfect Satanic recipe for godless promiscuity. Even the 
most profound scientific discoveries— DNA — posed daunting threats to 
evangelicals, by undermining the theology of Creation. 

As the sixties wore on, the burgeoning counterculture continued to 
assault the values of evangelicals at every level. There was drug use, the 
sexual revolution, and feminism. Draft cards and American flags were 
burned. There were militant Black Panthers, “Burn, baby, burn” riots in 
the ghetto, the radical Weather Underground, and one militant antiwar 
demonstration after another. Revered institutions such as schools, the 
government, the military, and the church were in turmoil. Even the fam- 
ily was under attack thanks to liberation movements for women and 


gays. 
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At times it was as if the United States consisted of parallel universes 
that overlapped, but often didn’t talk to each other, inhabited by two 
distinctly different peoples with different values, cultures, myths, heroes 
and villains, and history, one of which sent men to the moon and 
unraveled the human genome, the other which believes that the universe 
started six thousand years ago and will come to an end at any moment. 
Ultimately, both sides sought political power as a means of accomplish- 
ing their goals. 


What had not been in the headlines, however, was that in the five decades 
since the Scopes trial, the religious right had quietly begun building a 
vast infrastructure of Christian colleges and Bible institutes, magazines, 
broadcast outlets, crusades to convert the unsaved, and thousands of new 
churches. Bob Jones University, founded in 1927, had become the 
biggest producer of fundamentalist preachers in the United States.“ By 
1930, there were at least 50 fundamentalist Bible colleges. Two dozen 
more were founded during the Depression, and eventually there were 
more than 130 in the United States“ that were effectively “separatist” 
educational institutions, teaching an entirely different system of beliefs 
and values from that taught in secular universities. 

Fundamentalist publishing and broadcasting empires took root. As 
early as 1934, Gerald Winrod’s Defender Magazine boasted 600,000 
subscribers. McIntire’s Christian Beacon reached 120,000 homes, and 
countless more in his Twentieth Century Reformation Hour radio 
show.” In 1950, Billy Graham, the relatively moderate face of evangel- 
icalism during the postwar era, drew 50,000 people to Boston Com- 
mon,“ and proceeded to lead successful crusades all over the world. 

In 1960, Pat Robertson founded the Christian Broadcasting Net- 
work, which televised The 700 Club, eventually reaching 96 percent of 
the television markets in the country.” Carl McIntire’s Twentieth Cen- 
tury Reformation Hour was said to have been broadcast on as many as 
six hundred radio stations. In 1973, Paul and Jan Crouch founded the 
Trinity Broadcasting Network, which ultimately became the world’s 
biggest Christian network, reaching six thousand stations in the United 
States and seventy-five countries around the world.” 

For leading evangelists, the temptation to enter the political fray was 
overpowering. As early as 1951, Billy Graham had announced that the 
“Christian people of America will not sit idly by during the 1952 pres- 
idential campaign. [They] are going to vote as a bloc for the man with the 
strongest moral and spiritual platform. . . . I believe we can hold the bal- 
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ance of power. ”” In the end, however, he refrained from endorsing any 
candidate. Likewise, in 1972, under siege by the antiwar movement, 
Richard Nixon called out for the great “silent majority” to come to his 
aid. Graham tacitly supported him—but ultimately refrained from giv- 
ing Nixon an explicit endorsement.” 

At the same time, Jerry Falwell and other pastors of his generation 
were very much heirs to the unsavory racist legacy of the fundamental- 
ists who had preceded them. Baptist preacher Gerald Winrod had trav- 
eled to Nazi Germany in the thirties and returned to denounce the 
satanic “Jewish New Deal.”” In 1936, missionary Francis X. Buchman 
told the New York World Telegram, “I thank heaven for a man like 
Adolf Hitler, who built a front line of defense against the anti-Christ of 
Communism.” And members of the Ku Klux Klan and the racist 
White Citizen Councils were key parts of the fundamentalist con- 
stituency well into the fifties.” 

Likewise, in 1958, Falwell, then a twenty-five-year-old pastor who had 
just founded the Thomas Road Baptist Church, told his congregation that 
if “Chief Justice Warren and his associates had known God’s word,” the 
1954 Supreme Court decision desegregating schools, Brown v. Board of 
Education, “would never have been made. The facilities should be sepa- 
rate. When God has drawn a line of distinction, we should not attempt to 
cross that line. The true Negro does not want integration. .. . [H]is 
potential is far better among his own race.” *” 

But still wounded by the humiliation of Prohibition and the Scopes 
trial, most evangelicals stayed on the sidelines when it came to electoral 
politics. “The failure of the Prohibition movement discouraged conser- 
vative religions so much that they withdrew from the battle,” Falwell 
said in an interview before his death in 2007.” “Most conservative 
evangelicals pulled out of the political scene totally.” 

In that context, nothing was more galling to Falwell than Reverend 
Martin Luther King Jr.’s electrifying leadership of the civil rights move- 
ment, and in 1965, Falwell took King on for crossing the inviolable 


*In 1967, Falwell founded the Lynchburg Christian Academy, which was described 
by the Lynchburg News as “a private school for white students” — one of the scores of 
segregation academies that arose in the South after the Supreme Court decision. 
Blacks were admitted to the Lynchburg school less than two years after its opening, 
and for years Falwell took issue with the Lynchburg News report. According to 
Jonathan Wright, author of Shapers of the Great Debate on Freedom of Religion, in 
founding the school, Falwell may have been motivated more by the Supreme Court 
rulings against school prayer than by its desegregation ruling. 
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barrier between religion and politics. “The only purpose on this earth 
[for ministers] is to know Christ and to make him known,” Falwell said. 
“Believing the Bible as I do, I would find it impossible to stop preaching 
the pure saving Gospel of Jesus Christ and begin doing anything else— 
including the fighting of Communism or civil rights reform. . . . Preach- 
ers are not called to be politicians, but to be soul winners.”” 

On the other hand, if Falwell and his colleagues decided to tear 
down the wall that kept fundamentalists out of politics, all bets were 


off. 
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Birth of the Neocons 


hristian evangelicals weren’t the only ones to react violently to the 

antiwar movement and the sixties counterculture. During the same 
period, when the antiwar movement took hold of the Democratic Party, 
a group of formerly leftish Democrats began to seek other political 
outlets. As characterized in The Rise of the Counter-Establishment, 
Sidney Blumenthal’s 1986 chronicle of their ascent, the first neoconser- 
vatives were “mostly second-generation Jews torn between cultures,” 
intellectuals grounded “in the disputatious heritage of the Talmud.” 
They came of age as part of a rarefied circle peopled with liberal New 
York thinkers, internationally known novelists, Beat poets, playwrights, 
political theorists, academics, and literary critics— Norman Mailer, Allen 
Ginsberg, Lillian Hellman, Lionel Trilling, Hannah Arendt, Paul Good- 
man, the Partisan Review crowd, and the like.* Their world was a cere- 
bral hothouse of ferocious intellectual brawls in which ideas mattered. So 
did politics. 

When it came to policy making, this was an era in which Ivy League 
scholars such as John Kenneth Galbraith and Arthur Schlesinger Jr., pol- 
icy wonks at the Brookings Institute, Ford Foundation, and the Coun- 
cil on Foreign Relations, held sway. Within that elite, secular world, two 
of the founding fathers of neoconservativism, Irving Kristol, the manag- 
ing editor of Commentary magazine from 1947 to 1952 and the father of 
Weekly Standard editor William Kristol, and Norman Podhoretz, the 
editor in chief of Commentary, carved out comfortable places as arbiters 
of taste and power. But in response to the turmoil of the sixties, in Kris- 
tol’s memorable phrase, they became “liberals mugged by reality,” made 
a sharp right turn—and neoconservatism was born. 

It began modestly enough. In 1965, Kristol founded The Public Inter- 
est with Harvard sociologists Daniel Bell and, later, Nathan Glazer as co- 
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editors. Podhoretz and Kristol published scores of articles questioning 
the conventional wisdom of Lyndon Johnson’s Great Society and 
assaulting the shibboleths of the New Left by a host of like-minded 
intellectuals including Daniel Patrick Moynihan, Jeane Kirkpatrick, 
Diana Trilling, Seymour Martin Lipset, and Podhoretz’s wife, Midge 
Decter. Not every writer who published in these journals identified 
himself as a neoconservative, but by and large they constituted a grow- 
ing but tightly knit clique with a shared political sensibility that, over 
time, acquired real clout.’ 

In part, their apostasy could be attributed to angst about their careers 
and social standing. Podhoretz, in particular, created a veritable cottage 
industry by putting his status anxiety nakedly on display in one confes- 
sional memoir after another. In Making It, he unveiled his “dirty little 
secrets” about social climbing and corruption in the literary world; in 
Breaking Ranks, he codified his split with his left-wing past in ideolog- 
ical terms; and finally, in Ex-Friends, he recounted an assortment of 
hurts, slights, and betrayals by literary hipsters and friends next to 
whom Podhoretz had become hopelessly retrograde. “I have often said, 
if I wish to name drop, I have only to list my ex-triends,”* Podhoretz 
begins Ex-Friends, a memoir in which he chronicles his disaffection 
with Allen Ginsberg, Lillian Hellman, Hannah Arendt, and Norman 
Mailer. ° 

Once an acolyte of Ginsberg, who was the raw, emotive voice of the 
Beat generation and the author of Howl,’ Podhoretz began attacking the 
“know-nothing Bohemians” for leading a “revolt of the spiritually 
underprivileged and crippled of soul” against “normal feeling and the 
attempt to cope with the world through intelligence.” He published arti- 
cles in Commentary such as “Boys on the Beach” by his wife, Midge 
Decter, who ruminated about the “hairless bodies . . . and smooth fem- 
inine skin” of gay men on the beaches of Fire Island, and asked why les- 
bians had “a marked tendency to hang out in the company of large and 
ferocious dogs.”*® 

At one point, Podhoretz even tried to get Allen Ginsberg to abandon 
his fellow Beats, an attempt Ginsberg recalled as “an epiphanous 
moment in my relation with Podhoretz and what he was part of—a 
large, right wing, protopolice surveillance movement.” Once part of the 


*In response to which author Gore Vidal wrote: “Well, if I were a dyke and a pair 
of Podhoretzes came waddling toward me on the beach, copies of Leviticus and 
Freud in hand, I'd get in touch with the nearest Alsatian dealer pronto.” 


BIRTH OF THE NEOCONS 3Y 


cultural vanguard, Podhoretz and his colleagues had become cultural 
cops, antihipsters.*"° 


Such cultural skirmishes were inconsequential, however, compared to 
the political upheavals in the works. Faced with the ascendancy of the 
liberal McGovern wing of the Democratic Party in the early seventies, 
the neoconservatives turned to Senator Henry “Scoop” Jackson (D- 
Wash.). A self-styled “muscular Democrat” who was sometimes known 


*Two episodes reported about Podhoretz suggest that his sharp neocon shift to the 
right may have been partially facilitated by the treacherous, high-altitude social 
climbing he engaged in during the post-Camelot era. As reported in Sidney Blumen- 
thal’s The Rise of the Counter-Establishment (and denied by Podhoretz), on one 
occasion in the middle of that turbulent decade, Podhoretz invited Senator George 
McGovern to dinner at a French restaurant. McGovern, who apparently had never 
met Podhoretz’s wife, Midge Decter, arrived early and sat alone. 

When Podhoretz finally arrived and took his seat opposite McGovern, the senator 
sought to break the ice by pointing out some attractive women at nearby tables, as well 
as a couple who were less appealing. “Norman, you get to look at those good-looking 
[women], while I have to look at those turkeys,” McGovern said, pointing to a 
woman in the latter category. 

After a moment of uneasy silence, the flustered Podhoretz finally responded. 
“That’s my wife,” he said. 

The other episode involved Jacqueline Kennedy, who had moved to New York 
after her husband’s assassination and, thanks to her friendship with John Kenneth Gal- 
braith, was emerging from the trauma that shook the entire country and devastated her 
family. As Podhoretz relates in Ex-Friends, he first met the former first lady when 
Richard Goodwin, the former Kennedy aide, called and asked if he could drop by 
with an unnamed friend who wanted to meet Podhoretz. “Within minutes, [Goodwin] 
showed up at my door with a jeans-clad Jackie Kennedy in tow,” Podhoretz wrote. 

At the time, Jackie, still in her thirties, was the stunningly beautiful and glamorous 
but fragile widow of John F. Kennedy and, arguably, the most-sought-after woman 
in the world. Podhoretz, by contrast, was the sometimes witty and charming but 
less-than-stunningly-handsome husband of Midge Decter, lived on the less-than- 
fashionable Upper West Side, and, when it came to stylish attire, was given to dowdy 
brown suits and brown shoes. Nevertheless, according to Podhoretz, they struck an 
“instant rapport” and “at her initiative” had tea regularly alone in her Fifth Avenue 
apartment— which was enough, apparently, to put ideas in his head. 

“He thought she was coming on to him and he had a terrible crush on her,” says 
someone who knew them both. “She was just trying to make new friends,” says 
another source with knowledge of the episode. “It was a very fragile time in her life. 
She wasn’t looking to have an affair. She was just trying to have a normal life. But he 
thought she wanted one and he was telling everyone. ” 

When Podhoretz finally cornered Jackie at a cocktail party and made his feelings 
known, the source says, she looked at him with an icy gaze the meaning of which was 
unmistakable. “Why, Mr. Podhoretz,” she said. “Just who do you think you are?” 
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as “the senator from Boeing,” Jackson fused strong support of labor 
and civil rights with his staunch Cold War opposition to the Soviet 
Union." To the delight of the neoconservatives, his hawkish interna- 
tionalist stance put American military power behind “moral realism” 
and support for democracy and human rights abroad.” 

Jackson’s other great contribution to neoconservatism was the bright 
young staff he assembled, five members of which would later become 
key figures in George W. Bush’s war in Iraq and the grand neoconser- 
vative strategy to “democratize” the Middle East. They included Richard 
Perle, the so-called Prince of Darkness who later served as chairman of 
the Defense Policy Board Advisory Committee under George W. Bush; 
Douglas Feith, who became under secretary of defense for policy under 
Bush; Elliott Abrams, Bush’s deputy national security adviser;? Abram 
Shulsky,'* who headed the Pentagon’s Office of Special Plans in the 
Bush administration and later its Iranian Directorate; and Paul 
Woltowitz, the future deputy secretary of detense, who did not serve 
directly under Jackson but who worked with him to help persuade the 
Senate to fund an antiballistic missile system, and who became one of the 
principal architects of the Iraq War." 

Known as “the bunker” to staffers, Jackson’s office became home to 
a cadre of ambitious young ideologues imbued with a powerful sense of 
mission. “We had a vision of fighting the lonely battle against the forces 
of darkness,” one former Jackson aide told the Washington Post." 
Dorothy Fosdick, Jackson’s foreign policy adviser,” was den mother to 
the group—staffers referred to her as bubbe (Yiddish for grand- 
mother) —and Jackson himself played the doting father. “He was pater- 
nalistic in every sense,” Perle said.'* “He was unusually so with me 
because my father had just died. He felt every young person ought to 
have a parent. He came naturally to that protective role. I get choked up 
talking about Scoop even now.” 

Jackson engendered such fierce loyalty because he and his acolytes 
shared a grandiose missionary belief that American values and princi- 
ples were both virtuous and universal. This was the secular version of 
American exceptionalism, a romantic nationalism that saw America as 
a savior nation whose democratic values could save the rest of the 
world from communism and other sorts of tyranny—and had the 
moral duty to do so. 

Few neoconservatives had doubts about the righteousness of their 
mission, in large part because many of them came of age fighting two 


men who embodied evil— Adolf Hitler and Joseph Stalin. As Douglas 
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Feith explained to Jeffrey Goldberg in the New Yorker, “[My] family got 
wiped out by Hitler, and... all this stuff about working things out— 
well, talking to Hitler to resolve the problem didn’t make any sense.”” 

As a result, when it came to adversaries of any sort—not just Nazis, 
but communists and, later, Islamist fundamentalists — neoconservatives 
came up with policies in which military force was the first resort, not 
last. The mere thought of compromise brought forth the abhorrent 
notion of appeasement.*” “They go right back to Munich,” said Stefan 
Halper, a White House and State Department official in the Nixon, 
Ford, and Reagan administrations and coauthor of America Alone, a 
highly regarded account of the rise of neoconservatism. “There is not a 
neocon you will ever meet who won’t remind you of the tap, tap, tap of 
[British prime minister Neville] Chamberlain’s umbrella. It is use force 


first and diplomacy down the line.””! 
On the other hand, Dorothy Fosdick,* Richard Perle, and many oth- 


* As journalist Jim Lobe has noted, it need not take an existential crisis for neocon- 
servatives to fall back on the Munich-appeasement trope. Lobe points out that Don- 
ald Kagan, a classicist who is the father of the Weekly Standard’s Robert Kagan, 
attributed his disillusionment with liberalism to an episode in the late sixties when 
Cornell University decided to negotiate with black students who were pressuring it 
into starting a black studies program. As Kagan put it, “Watching administrators 
demonstrate all the courage of Neville Chamberlain had a great impact on me and | 
became much more conservative.” In other words, in Kagan’s Manichaean, neoconser- 
vative worldview, black students, by analogy, were Nazis, and their goal of studying 
black history was the equivalent of world conquest and exterminating the Jews. 

*Dorothy Fosdick was the daughter of Harry Fosdick, the famous liberal pastor of 
New York’s Riverside Church who was a central figure in the modernist battle against 
fundamentalism in the twenties and thirties. The prevalence of left-wing backgrounds 
among neoconservatives was not confined to Jewish intellectuals. Even Jeane Kirk- 
patrick, who grew up in Duncan, Oklahoma, and attended Stephens College in 
Columbia, Missouri, managed to join the Trotskyist Young People’s Socialist League 
as a college freshman in 1945. “It wasn’t easy to find the YPSL in Columbia, Mis- 
souri,” she recalled at a symposium in 2002. “But I had read about it and I wanted to 
be one. We had a very limited number of activities in Columbia, Missouri. We had an 
anti-Franco rally, which was a worthy cause. You could raise a question about how 
relevant it was likely to be in Columbia, Missouri, but it was in any case a worthy 
cause. We also planned a socialist picnic, which we spent quite a lot of time organiz- 
ing. Eventually, I regret to say, the YPSL chapter, after much discussion, many 
debates, and some downright quarrels, broke up over the socialist picnic. I thought 
that was rather discouraging.” 

In addition to the elder Podhoretz and Kristol, other Trotskyist neocons included 
nuclear policy guru Albert Wohlstetter; Penn Kemble, a former chairman of the 
Young People’s Socialist League (YPSL, pronounced Yipsel) who went on to found a 
host of hard-line lobbying groups during the Cold War; Joshua Muravchik, who also 
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ers, not unlike Podhoretz and Kristol, came to neoconservativism from 
the Left.” More specifically, many of them were Trotskyists —commu- 
nist followers of Leon Trotsky, the Bolshevik revolutionary who lost a 
power struggle with Stalin and was eventually assassinated by a Soviet 
agent. An orthodox Marxist and Bolshevik-Leninist, Trotsky opposed 
both capitalism and Stalinism, and asserted that the Marxist promise of 
a proletarian revolution had failed in the Soviet Union because of Stalin’s 
treachery. “The Trotskyists despised Stalin because he betrayed social- 
ism,” says Harvard Sovietologist Richard Pipes, a hard-liner himself who 
worked closely with Richard Perle, Paul Wolfowitz, and other neo- 
conservatives, and whose son, Daniel Pipes, is a staunch neocon.” “I can 
see psychologically why it would not be difficult for them to become 
hard-liners. It was in reaction to the betrayal.” 

Critics who have pointed out the prevalence of Jewish intellectuals and 
ex-Trotskyists among neoconservatives, however, have done so at consid- 
erable peril. David Brooks, a neoconservative columnist at the New 
York Times, for example, derided detractors of the neoconservatives as 
anti-Semitic conspiracy nuts, “full-mooners” who believe there is “sort of 
a Yiddish Trilateral Commission” and for whom “Neo is short for ‘Jew- 
ish.’”** “I have been amazed by the level of conspiracy-mongering around 
neocons,” he told the New York Observer. ” “I get it every day —‘the evil 
Jewish conspiracy.’ ... We actually started calling it the Axis of Circum- 
cision.” Likewise, in The Chronicle of Higher Education, Robert Lieber 
asserted that theories about right-wing “Jewish masterminds” with “a 
Trotskyist legacy” echo “classic anti-Semitic tropes linking Jews to both 
international capitalism and international communism.”” 

Yet many neoconservatives honed their rhetorical skills and ideology 
as Trotskyists in Marxist cells of the postwar era—and were proud of it. 
As Irving Kristol himself put it, on graduating from City College in 
1940, the “honor I most prized was the fact that I was a member in good 
standing of the [Trotskyist] Young People’s Socialist League (Fourth 


International).”” 


served as national chairman of the Young People’s Socialist League from 1968 to 1973 
and later became a prominent neocon Middle East scholar at the American Enterprise 
Institute; Stephen Schwartz, a former labor organizer and member of Social Demo- 
crats USA who became a neocon journalist; Vanity Fair’s Christopher Hitchens, a for- 
mer Trotskyist who ended up supporting the Iraq War and becoming friends with 
Paul Wolfowitz; and Iraqi exile Kanan Makiya, who is best known as the author of 


Republic of Fear. 
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“To a great extent, I still consider myself to be [one of the] disciples of 
L.D,” said Stephen Schwartz, a writer for the neoconservative Weekly 
Standard, referring to Trotsky affectionately by his birth name, Lev 
Davidovich Bronstein.” Writing on the website of the National Review 
(whose early writers included former leftists such as James Burnham, 
Frank Meyer, and Whittaker Chambers),” Schwartz noted that many 
first-generation neocons had strong ties to Trotskyism via Max Schact- 
man,” Trotsky’s leading American disciple, who stayed loyal to Trotsky 
through the thirties, but veered right afterward and became a supporter 
of Scoop Jackson.” It was not a lengthy journey from Schactman to 
Richard Perle, who called himself a socialist when he joined Scoop 
Jackson’s staff,” and as a practitioner adopted an insistent, uncompro- 
mising, hard-line Bolshevik style. 

Ultimately, the neoconservative ties to the Trotskyists had nothing to 
do with Jewish conspiracies or fantasies about proletarian uprisings. But 
they are worth noting because the neoconservatives saw themselves as 
the intellectual vanguard of a revolutionary movement. Just like the 
Trotskyists, they were visionaries, hardened ideological warriors on the 
cutting edge of history. 

And just like the Trotskyists, they were highly skilled in navigating 
Byzantine sectarian political disputes and bitter internecine battles. For 
Perle and his associates, that meant they knew how to insinuate them- 
selves masterfully into the bureaucracy, when and how to grease its 
wheels —and when to throw wrenches into the bureaucracy if necessary. 
It meant they had learned how to create a network of allies on whom 
they could always rely, how to recruit true believers who would never 
deviate from the ideological line. It meant they knew how to identify 
adversaries—and how to destroy them. “Whenever [Perle] saw someone 
as a political problem, he’d identify a vulnerability,” an associate who 
had worked closely with Perle for several years told the Washington 
Post. “If he disagreed with a person, it was a matter of life and death. 
There was a willingness to play very rough. ... There was a constant dis- 
cussion of people to be promoted, people to be helped, people to be got- 
ten rid of. This is a good Bolshevik principle. We have to build our own 
cadres, people who support our philosophy.”»® 


As it happened, the most influential figure in the neoconservative orbit 
was a Trotskyist, but not a member of Scoop Jackson’s staff. Back in the 
fifties when Richard Perle was in his junior year at Hollywood High 
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School,** he met the man who became his guru when he was invited over 
to swim at the house of a classmate named Joan Wohlstetter.* Out by 
their pool, Perle was introduced to her father, Albert Wohlstetter, an ana- 
lyst at the RAND Corporation, the mammoth global policy think tank, 
who gave Perle an article to read, “The Delicate Balance of Terror,” 
about the strategic relationship between the United States and the Soviet 
Union.* “Perle’s relationship with Joan Wohlstetter wilted, but her father 
became his close friend and intellectual mentor. 7 

A protégé of the influential German-born academic Leo Strauss, 
who is often said to be the intellectual godfather of neoconservatism, 
Wohlstetter, who died in 1997, was an even more important force in the 
movement. Thanks in large part to Wohlstetter, to his methodology, his 
demeanor, his political know-how, proto-neocons learned how to turn 
their ideas into political action. “Albert Wohlstetter was one of the 
most important unknown men of the twentieth century, and he liked it 
that way,” said former Wall Street Journal economics columnist Jude 
Wanniski. “He was essentially, from the 1950s on, the man who played 
chess for our political establishment against the Soviet Union. There 
really was only one guy—master chess plaver—who was taking the 


hawk position. ... Wohlstetter =. . was the mastermind. Maggie 
Thatcher didn’t make a move on national security unless it was cleared 
by Albert. ... He was truly a genius.”* 


Wohlstetter was often accompanied by his wife, Roberta, another 
RAND analyst who was the author of a Bancroft Prize-winning his- 
tory of Pearl Harbor and was known as “the first lady of intelligence.”*” 
Wohlstetter was tall, animated, and self-assured, wore a white goatee, 
and carried himself with “a very European, very aristocratic demeanor,” 
said Fred Kaplan, author of Wizards of Armageddon, a 1983 study of 
Wohlstetter and other thinkers at RAND.” A gourmet in a prefoodie 
era, he and Roberta famously served such exotic fare as fondue at their 
lavish Hollywood Hills dinner parties, accompanied by elaborate 
instructions on the optimal ratio of fondue dipping necessary to achieve 
maximum flavor. 

Wohlstetter was as rhapsodic about his work as he was about food. 


*Perle’s fellow alumni at Hollywood High included Judy Garland, Mickey 
Rooney, Fay Wray, Lon Chaney Jr., Carole Lombard, Alan Ladd, Barbara Hershey, 
James Garner, Carol Burnett, Ricky Nelson, Laurence Fishburne, Keith and Robert 
Carradine, John Huston, Tuesday Weld, Sharon Tate, Jill St. John, many other stars — 
and last, but not least, former New York Times journalist Judith Miller. 
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“Albert waxed and never waned [when he spoke in public],” one col- 
league recalled. “He was an uncontrollable missile. He wouldn't accept 
notes, he wouldn’t take glances, he wouldn’t take nudges.” Ata talk in 
Los Angeles, Wohlstetter rambled on endlessly through the entire morn- 
ing session and into the afternoon.” 

Richard Holbrooke, who later became ambassador to the United 
Nations, recalled editing an article Wohlstetter had written tor Foreign 
Policy. “It was the most difficult single editing job of my entire life,” 
said Holbrooke. “[Wohlstetter’s articles] were hell to edit, because... 
I kept trying to make them more accessible to the general reader, and he 
kept arguing the precision of language.“ 

When he studied at Columbia University, Wohlstetter had been a 
member of an obscure Trotskyist sect known as the Fieldites that was 
adept at conducting run-throughs of world historical clashes in their 
heads.“ One of several analysts who is said to have been the model for 
the title character in Stanley Kubrick’s Dr. Strangelove (the original 
working title ior which came trom Wohlstetter’s most famous paper, 
“The Delicate Balance of Terror”),** Wohlstetter evolved into an expert 
in game theory and systems analysis. The high priest of nuclear strategy 
who added phrases like “fail-safe” and “second strike” capability to the 
nuclear lexicon,* Wohlstetter told the national security establishment 
that our Strategic Air Command bombers and ICBMs were vulnerable 
to Soviet attack.* 

Intellectually, his legacy went far beyond merely applying systems 
analysis to weapons deployment. “It was his analytic demeanor and his 
style,” said Fred Kaplan. “Wohlstetter was politically very savvy, much 
more so than his brethren. He would not just do a study, he would give 
briefings on it, hundreds of times. Nobody did this back then.” 

Thanks to his briefings and his rigorous methodology, Wohlstetter 
was able to project the illusion of greater certainty, even when it wasn’t 
justined. “The veneer of scientific analysis can be very misleading,” said 
Kaplan. “At times, his numbers were based on extremely inaccurate 
intelligence, so it could be much less accurate than thought. It’s a case of 
garbage in, garbage out. If the inputs are all screwed up, the results will 
be screwed up too.”” 

Wohlstetter diverged most sharply from the realists when it came to 


*Others who have vied for the honor include hydrogen bomb designer Edwar 
Teller, Herman Kahn of the Hudson Institute, rocker scientist Werner von Braun, and 
Henry Kissinger. 


24 THE FAWLIOE THESHOUSE WF BUSH 


the doctrine of “mutual assured destruction” (MAD) —the notion that 
both sides would be wiped out in a nuclear war, that nuclear weapons 
had made war obsolete for all but the insane. Unlike the realists, 
Wohlstetter believed that we could not afford to be so Pollyannaish as 
to believe that the Soviet Union would behave rationally. Ultimately, his 
conclusion that deterrence was a much more delicate proposition pro- 
vided fodder for a new breed of Cold War hawk. 

As he won fame in the national security world, Wohlstetter earned a 
reputation as a “mad genius” of sorts, a guru who collected creative 
young minds. Perle was hardly his only acolyte. In 1965, when Wohl- 
stetter taught at the University of Chicago, a young grad student named 
Paul Wolfowitz became his protégé, as did Zalmay Khalilzad, who 
later became ambassador to Irag and ambassador to the United Nations 
under George W. Bush.” 

Wohlstetter had a profound influence on them. “A key to under- 
standing how Richard [Perle] and Paul [Wolfowitz] and I think is 
Albert,” said James Woolsey, a staunch neocon hawk who met Wohlstet- 
ter in 1980 and later became head of the CIA. “He’s had a major impact 
on us.” Wohlstetter’s methodology, his applications of game theory and 
systems analysis to national security issues, became especially crucial to 
Senator Jackson, who used them as key elements in his hawkish Cold 
War policies.” 

But Wohlstetter’s influence was not merely a function of his ideas. In 
the national security world, being a member of Wohlstetter’s entourage 
was a passport to the corridors of power. Indeed, in 1969, Wohlstetter 
was instrumental in sending two of his protégés, Richard Perle and Paul 
Wolfowitz, to Senator Jackson’s office to work ona report about ballis- 
tic missile systems.” That summer, Wohlstetter also arranged for both 
Wolfowitz and Perle to work for the Committee to Maintain a Prudent 
Defense Policy, a Washington-based group cofounded by former secre- 
tary of state Dean Acheson and former secretary of the navy Paul 
Nitze. Wolfowitz and Perle remained close from that time on.” Later, in 
1985, Wohlstetter introduced Wolfowitz and Perle to another acolyte, 
Ahmed Chalabi, who ultimately played a key role in helping them 
start the war in Iraq.” 

As Wohlstetter’s protégés got to know him, some of them felt the 
Strangelovian aspect had been overstated and was moderated by ideal- 
ism and moral considerations. “I thought, well, maybe he was also 
associated with these sorts of cold-blooded systems analysts who kind 
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of seemed to leave the moral piece of politics and strategy as though it 
wasn’t part of the equation,” Paul Wolfowitz said in an interview with 
Sam Tanenhaus for Vanity Fair. “It was terrifically gratifying to me as I 
got to know him better, to realize that there were intensely moral con- 
siderations in the way he approached these issues.”* 

“Albert believed he was put here on earth to be a man who would 
increase the security of the United States at the expense of those who 
threatened that security, and he was never going to be satisfied until there 
was nobody around at all who owned a slingshot that would allow 
them to be a potential David against the American Goliath,” said Jude 
Wanniski, a one time Wohlstetter acolyte himself. “He basically believed 
that was the only way for a truly secure peace and that America was the 
only country that could get a secure peace for the world. And part of 
that means, if you look down the road and see a war with, say, China, 
twenty years off, go to war now.”* 

Not every bright analyst was the right fit for the Wohlstetter team. On 
one occasion, Wohlstetter and his wife unexpectedly dropped by the 
Pentagon offices of Colonel Patrick Lang, the director of the Defense 
Humint (Human Intelligence) Service in the Defense Intelligence 
Agency, and, not having announced the purpose of their visit, launched 
into a discussion of philosophy from Plato to Nietzsche. “They were 
both extremely Olympian,” Lang said. “They acted as though they were 
God-like figures who had come to visit the earth. They weren’t interested 
in telling me what they wanted. They just said that Paul [Wolfowitz] had 
wanted them to talk to me. So they sat there on my couch and we talked 
about how wonderful they were, their illustrious friends and associ- 
ates, and did I understand world history and the classics.”” 

As they went on, Lang recalled, an unspoken question hung in the 
air. Later, he realized he was being tested. “After a while they became 
impatient with my responses and left, never to return,” he said. 
“Clearly, I had failed the test.”** That may have been because Lang 
actually had the temerity to challenge the Wohlstetters at various points 
in the conversation. 

To join Team Wohlstetter, apparently, one had to embrace unques- 
tioningly his worldviews, which eschewed old-fashioned intelligence as 
a basis for assessing the enemy’s intentions and military capabilities in 
favor of elaborate statistical models, probabilistic reasoning, systems 
analysis, and game theory developed at RAND. As an analyst put it in 
the Bulletin of the Atomic Scientists, “This methodology exploited to 
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the hilt the iron law of zero margin of error. ... Even a small probabil- 
ity of vulnerability, or a potential future vulnerability, could be pre- 
sented as a virtual state of national emergency.”” 

For Wohlstetter’s disciples that meant that the Soviet Union was 
simply too evil to be treated as a rational actor. In other words, it didn’t 
matter what weaponry the Soviets actually had, because they were so 
irrational. As one analyst summed it up, the essence behind Wohlstetter’s 
policy was quite simple: “Expect and prepare for the worst case imagi- 
nable 

It was a principle his acolytes would pursue for decades to come — 
with disastrous results. 


CTEAP TER FOUR 


The Foreshadowing 


o neoconservatives, Richard Nixon’s landslide victory over George 

McGovern in 1972 was a casebook study of what was wrong with 
the defeatist, isolationist policies of the liberals who had captured the 
Democratic Party. If their wishes had been realized, Scoop Jackson, 
who had been a candidate for president, would have won the Demo- 
cratic nomination. But with the Vietnam War grinding on interminably, 
hawkish Cold Warriors were in disfavor and antiwar forces gave it to 
George McGovern. 

If the neoconservatives had been completely marginalized within the 
Democratic Party, the Republicans didn’t have much more to offer them. 
That was because both Nixon and Gerald Ford, who succeeded him 
after the Watergate scandal, were still enthralled by another nemesis of the 
neoconservatives— Henry Kissinger. As a champion of realpolitik, 
Kissinger was scorned by neoconservatives who valued their ideology far 
more than his pragmatism. Yet in bureaucratic terms at least, Kissinger 
was at the apex of his power, simultaneously holding not one but two 
high-level posts, as secretary of state and national security adviser. 

Meanwhile, the frostiness of the Cold War was giving way to an 
unlikely camaraderie between the two nuclear superpowers. There was 
one summit meeting after another, nearly a dozen bilateral commis- 
sions, and agreements with the Russians on everything from health care 
to strategic arms limitations. Meetings at the Kremlin between General 
Secretary Leonid Brezhnev and Kissinger were enlivened by bizarre 
frat house hijinks. According to official memoranda, the normally dour 
Brezhnev mischievously ran off with Kissinger’s briefing books as if he 
were stealing them. Once a grim hard-liner who invaded Czechoslova- 
kia, a villain straight out of central casting, Brezhnev now amused him- 
self by mussing up the hair of National Security Council staffers and 
making one lame joke after another.’ 
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If the neocons were unhappy with these developments, it was because 
this giddy new era of détente threatened to rob them of their favorite 
enemy —the Soviet Union. Not content to stay on the sidelines as 
Kissinger hogged the headlines, anti-McGovern Democrats—among 
them Henry Jackson; Irving Kristol; Norman Podhoretz; Midge Decter; 
Daniel Patrick Moynihan, then a Harvard academic and Nixon’s domes- 
tic affairs adviser; Jeane Kirkpatrick, who, like Moynihan, would later 
become ambassador to the U.N.; Senator Hubert H. Humphrey, the for- 
mer vice president and unsuccessful presidential candidate; Ben Watten- 
berg, a Lyndon Johnson speechwriter and Hubert Humphrey adviser;? 
and James Woolsey, general counsel to the U.S. Senate Committee on 
Armed Services, who later became director of the Central Intelligence 
Agency’—founded the Coalition for a Democratic Majority (CDM) 
to lobby for a tougher policy of “peace through strength” with the 
Soviet Union. 

Through the summer and early fall of 1972, they met secretly in 
Washington at the old Federal City Club, under the guidance of Penn 
Kemble, yet another Trotskyist-turned-neocon. A former national 
chairman of the Young People’s Socialist League, “at a tender age Penn 
had already learned, or perhaps designed, the big secret: that the Yipsels 
planned to take over the world in a blizzard of letterheads.”* A lifelong 
socialist? and Scoop Jackson Democrat, Kemble and his colleagues 
launched a host of alphabet soup organizations that were essentially 
front groups for neocons and hard-line Cold Warriors.* 

This was the beginning of a movement that wrote countless policy 
papers and scores of op-ed pieces in influential journals and newspapers 
throughout the country, mounted campaigns to discredit its adversaries, 
lobbied Congress, and bit by bit took over the entire foreign policy and 
national security apparatuses. Their first target was détente, the relaxing 
of tension between the two superpowers, which they viewed with 
alarm.‘ To that end, they assembled a group of hawkish anticommunist 
foreign-policy makers to put together intelligence showing that the 
“liberal” CIA had dangerously underestimated the Soviet threat. The 
group became known as Team B. 


* They included the Coalition for a Democratic Majority (CDM), the Committee 
for a Free World (CFW), Committee to Maintain a Prudent Defense Policy 
(CMPDP); Friends of the Democratic Center in Central America (PRODEMCA), 
and, most important, the Committee on the Present Danger (CPD). 
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Team B’s birth dated to a dinner party for a group of conservative strate- 
gic thinkers on June 4, 1974, in Santa Monica, California.’ At the time, 
most of the nation was transfixed with the nationally televised Watergate 
hearings that would determine the fate of Richard Nixon’s presidency. 
But as Anne Hessing Cahn relates in Killing Detente: The Right Attacks 
the CIA, this group had other things in mind. The host, James Digby, a 
senior researcher at RAND, had invited prominent journalists from 
U.S. News & World Report, Time, the Wall Street Journal, and the like 
over for Greek food and a 1964 Clos de Vougeot. But the most impor- 
tant personage present was the cohost, Albert Wohlstetter. 

The next day, Digby’s guests joined several dozen other like-minded 
intellectuals at a conference at the Beverly Hills Hotel called “Arms 
Competition and Strategic Doctrine” at which Wohlstetter held forth 
using specially declassified materials as ammunition to accuse the Pen- 
tagon of systematically underestimating Soviet military strength.’ Not 
long afterward, Wohlstetter published his conclusions in Foreign Policy, 
the Wall Street Journal, and the Strategic Review. 

The campaign had just begun. A few weeks later, in July, Paul Nitze, 
the brilliant Cold Warrior who had been one of the key figures behind 
U'S.-Soviet policy, used Wohlstetter’s work, in testimony before the 
House Armed Services Subcommittee on Arms Control, as a basis to 
assert that Henry Kissinger and the CIA had dangerously underesti- 
mated the Soviet Union’s strength and its intentions. Soon, one Cold 
Warrior after another—many of them nascent neoconservatives — began 
attacking the moderate policies of the détente and the CIA’s intelligence.’ 
This was the beginning of a thirty-year fight against the national secu- 
rity apparatus in which the neocons mastered the art of manipulating 
intelligence in order to implement hard-line, militarist policies. 


The neocons weren’t the only ones who were unhappy with the Ford- 
Kissinger policies. In the immediate aftermath of the Watergate scandal, 
and Nixon’s resignation in August 1974, President Ford had been widely 
hailed as the nation’s healer. But as the scandal receded from the head- 
lines, a growing feud between Defense Secretary James Schlesinger and 
Kissinger gave the impression that the White House was at sea. The fall 
of Saigon in April 1975 left indelible images of humiliation on the Amer- 
ican consciousness. By late 1975, Ford’s approval rating had fallen to 47 
percent. 

But the situation had also created a power vacuum ripe with irre- 
sistible opportunities for the two ambitious young White House offi- 
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cials. A handsome, lantern-jawed collegiate wrestler at Princeton, and 
later a navy fighter pilot in the fifties," Donald Rumsfeld had served four 
terms in Congress before joining the Nixon administration*” as director 
of the Office of Equal Opportunity. To Henry Kissinger, Rumsfeld 
was “a special Washington phenomenon: the skilled full-time politician- 
bureaucrat in whom ambition, ability, and substance fuse seamlessly.”” 
Nixon was more succinct, and paid Rumsfeld the highest compliment he 
knew. “He’s a ruthless little bastard,” Nixon said. 

Immediately after Gerald Ford was sworn in, Rumsfeld had been 
appointed his chief of staff and brought on board his protégé, Dick 
Cheney, a thirty-three-year-old Yale dropout from Wyoming, as his 
deputy. At the time, aside from being Rumsfeld’s devoted courtier, 
Cheney’s greatest asset was his readiness to do routine scut work no one 


*Under Nixon, Rumsfeld drew up what became known as “Rumsfeld’s Rules” for 
serving in the White House, some of which might later be seen with considerable 
irony in light of his tenure in the George W. Bush administration: 


Don’t become, or let the President or White House personnel become, one Pres- 
ident. Don’t forget it and don’t be seen by others as not understanding that fact. 

Don’t take the job, or stay in it, unless you have an understanding that you are free 
to tell him what you think, on any subject, “with the bark off” —and have the 
freedom—in practice—to do it. 

Learn quickly how to say “I don’t know.” If used when appropriate, it will be 
often. 

If you foul up, tell the President and others fast, and correct it. 

In our free society, leadership is by consent, not command. To lead, a President 
must, by word and deed, persuade. Personal contact and experience are neces- 
sary ingredients in the decision-making process, if he is to be successful in per- 
suasion and, therefore, leadership. 

Where possible, preserve the President’s options—he will very likely need them. 

Know that it is easier to get into something than it is to get out of it. 

Don’t become, or let the President or White House personnel become, obsessed or 
paranoid about the Press, the Congress, the other Party, opponents, or leaks. 
Understand and accept the inevitable and inexorable interaction among our 
institutions. Put your head down, do your job as best you can, and let the 
“picking” (and there will be some) roll off. 

Don’t speak ill of another member of the Administration. In discussions with the 
President, scrupulously try to give fair and balanced assessments. 

Never say “the White House wants.” Buildings don’t want. 

*Rumsfeld’s Machiavellian self-aggrandizement continued unabated during the 
Reagan era. According to Victor Gold’s Invasion of the Party Snatchers, when asked if 
Rumsfeld would make a good running mate for the Gipper, Reagan aide Lyn Nofziger 
replied, “Rummy would be fine. But we’ll have to hire a food taster for Reagan.” 
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else wanted to do. Cheney was the guy who made sure the plumbing in 
the White House bathrooms got fixed. Cheney was the guy who made 
sure the right kind of salt shaker was available for White House table set- 
tings. But as the 1976 presidential election season approached, he and 
Rumsfeld started gunning for bigger game. Like the neocons, their tar- 
get was Kissinger and his policy of détente. But ultimately, Rumsfeld had 
his eye on the White House. 

According to James Mann’s Rise of the Vulcans, the maneuvering 
began when Rumsfeld heard about a minor conflict between a low-level 
Kissinger aide and White House press secretary Ron Nessen—and imme- 
diately told the president about it. “Rumsfeld was using the incident to 
drag me into a behind-the-scenes struggle to curb the power of 
Kissinger,” Nessen later wrote.'* Likewise, when he discovered that 
Kissinger secretly recorded all his phone calls, Rumsfeld went directly to 
Ford with the revelation. Soon, Kissinger struck back angrily. “Don’t lis- 
ten to [Rumsfeld], Mr. President,” Kissinger snapped at Ford.” “He’s run- 
ning for president in 1980.” 

At the same time, Rumsfeld was taking on Vice President Nelson 
Rockefeller. With Rumsfeld, a hotheaded young hard-liner on the way 
up, and Rockefeller, head of the dying liberal wing of the Republican 
Party, a certain amount of discord was to be expected. But, according to 
one White House aide, the two men “loathed each other far beyond” the 
parameters of normal professional rivalries. William Seidman, chief of 
Ford’s Economic Policy Board, compared Rumsfeld’s machinations 
against Kissinger and Rockefeller to those of the Wizard of Oz. “He 
thought he was invisible behind the curtain as he worked the levers,” 
said Seidman, “but in reality everyone could see what he was doing.” 

Meanwhile, Cheney helped keep Rockefeller in his place. “In the 
Ford Administration, we had major problems in managing the vice 
president,” Cheney later said. “I was the SOB, and on a number of 
occasions got involved in shouting matches with the vice president. ”” 

Finally, in what became known as the Halloween Massacre of 1975, 
Rumsfeld and Cheney helped orchestrate an extraordinary White House 
coup that toppled four giants who for years had stridden confidently 
across the world stage: Vice President Nelson Rockefeller, Secretary of 
Defense James Schlesinger, CIA director William Colby, and Secretary 
of State Henry Kissinger. Exactly how it happened is a matter of consid- 
erable dispute. In Rise of the Vulcans, James Mann makes the case that 
Rumsfeld’s role has been greatly exaggerated and that the primary moti- 
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vating force was really President Ford’s strong resentment toward Sec- 
retary of Defense James Schlesinger.” 

Nevertheless, when the dust settled, the big winners were Rumsfeld 
and Cheney. Schlesinger and Colby had been fired. Rockefeller had 
been dumped from the 1976 presidential ticket, thereby eliminating a 
key Rumsfeld adversary and potentially opening the vice presidential 
slot for Rumsfeld himself. Kissinger was ousted as national security 
adviser and, since Rockefeller, his chief patron, had also been wounded, 
actually considered resigning, before deciding to stay on as secretary of 
state.” Meanwhile, Rumsfeld, forty-three, was appointed secretary of 
defense, and Cheney, thirty-five, ascended from the bowels of the White 
House to become chief of staff. They were the youngest men in history 
to take their respective jobs. 


For the coup de grace, Rumsfeld, who nursed presidential dreams of his 
own, also went after one of his chief rivals— George H.W. Bush. It was 
not the first time Rumsfeld had Bush in his crosshairs. When Nixon 
resigned in 1974 and Gerald Ford became president, the Republican 
National Committee overwhelmingly recommended that Ford give Bush 
the vice presidency. Rumsfeld, however, who was then Ford’s chief of 
staff, had convinced the president to pick Rockefeller instead.” 

Now that Rockefeller had been thrown off the Republican ticket for 
1976, Rumsfeld and Bush, who then headed the U.S. liaison office to the 
People’s Republic of China,* were rivals again. With his spectacular 
résumé, Bush was again a natural choice to become Ford’s running 
mate. But Rumsfeld was determined to thwart him. 

The previous year Senator Frank Church (D-Id.) had led a Senate 
investigation of illegal intelligence gathering by the CIA. In the wake of 
its reports about the Agency’s scandalous abuses of power, including 
attempts to assassinate foreign leaders, affiliation with the CIA had 
become political suicide for a politician with White House ambitions. 
According to Victor Gold, a former speechwriter for Bush and author 
of Invasion of the Party Snatchers, it was precisely because of the job’s 
political liabilities that Rumsfeld persuaded President Ford to make 


*Bush was effectively ambassador, but at the time, the United States had not yet 
extended diplomatic recognition to China. 

‘Ultimately, Bob Dole beat out both Bush and Rumsfeld to become Ford’s running 
mate in 1976. The Ford-Dole ticket, however, lost to Jimmy Carter and Walter Mon- 


dale. 


OO Q_DQ_L, EOE eee aS... 2 E 


THE FORESHADOWING 53 


Bush director of the CIA. When Bush took the job, Rumsfeld said, that 
would “sink the sonofabitch for good.” *?” 

During the confirmation hearings, Bush was publicly asked to prom- 
ise that he wouldn’t be Ford’s running mate in 1976. “Bush thought it 
was a total violation of his constitutional rights,” said Pete Teeley, who 
served as press secretary to Bush during his vice presidency.” “He was 
not happy. But he was always a team player and he did as he was 
asked.” 

Nevertheless, Bush had a good idea as to who was working against 
him behind the scenes. “Bush thought Rumsfeld planted that question,” 
a Bush friend said in Andrew Cockburn’s Rumsfeld: His Rise, Fall, and 
Catastrophic Legacy. “George Bush is the most polite of men. ... Pve 
only heard him speak with bitterness about two people.”” One of 
them was Donald Rumsfeld. 


Now that he was running the Pentagon, Rumsfeld, who had become a 
hard-line Cold Warrior during his tenure as ambassador to NATO, 
gave one speech after another attacking Kissinger’s policies of détente.” 
In early 1976, when Kissinger was safely away in Moscow, he made his 
move. By orchestrating a secret rump meeting of the National Security 
Council in Kissinger’s absence, he ultimately persuaded President Ford 
to shelve the Strategic Arms Limitation Talks, the series of ongoing 
negotiations between the United States and the Soviets to limit nuclear 
weapons.” “Rumsfeld won that very intense, intense political battle...” 
said Mel Goodman, head of the CIA’s Office of Soviet Affairs at the 
time. “Now, as part of that battle, Rumsfeld and others, people such as 
Paul Wolfowitz, wanted to get into the CIA.”* 

Their objective, which prefigured the run-up to the Iraq War more 
than twenty-five years later, was to hijack the national security appara- 
tus and find intelligence to support a much harsher view of the Soviet 
Union and its plans to fight and win a nuclear war. 

When George H.W. Bush became CIA director in early 1976, one of 


*In his autobiography, Looking Forward, George H.W. Bush wrote about the inci- 
dent: 


White House chief of staff Donald Rumsfeld had a reputation as a skillful 
political in-fighter. It was inevitable that he’d be singled out in any rumor hav- 
ing to do with engineering my move to the CIA. 

In a meeting in his office, Rumsfeld vehemently denied the rumor. 

I accepted his word. 
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the first key decisions he faced was whether or not to allow neoconser- 
vative outsiders to pursue Wohlstetter’s allegations. Saying yes meant 
giving the okay to a new team of intelligence analysts—Team B—to 
reexamine highly classified data and give an alternative assessment that 
might call into question the integrity of the CIA. Within the Agency, one 
faction warned that the deck would be stacked against them because 
Team B was dominated by hard-line ideologues who already subscribed 
to Wohlstetter’s line. “Most of us were opposed to it because we saw it 
as an ideological, political foray, not an intellectual exercise,” said 
Howard Stoertz, the national intelligence officer in charge of the national 
intelligence estimate (NIE) on the Soviets. “We knew the people who 
were pleading for it.” 

Bush’s predecessor, William Colby, had rejected the idea for precisely 
those reasons. But in a stunning break with CIA protocol, Bush fol- 
lowed the advice of William Hyland, the newly appointed deputy 
national security adviser. According to Hyland, the CIA “had been get- 
ting too much flak for being too peacenik and detentish. . . . I encour- 
aged [Bush] to undertake the experiment, largely because I thought a 
new director [of the CIA] ought to be receptive to new views.”” 

It was unprecedented for the CIA to give access to so much highly 
classified data to outside critics. To ensure that it wouldn’t jeopardize 
the integrity of the Agency, the entire enterprise was to be conducted in 
secret. 

Now Team B went to work testing the Agency’s analyses of the Soviet 
nuclear threat. Its leader, Harvard Sovietologist Richard Pipes, fit right in 
with the new cadre of hard-liners. As Pipes saw it, the Soviets were 
determined to fght—and win—a nuclear war.” Senator Jackson was so 
enamored of Pipes that he put him up at the Hay-Adams Hotel in Wash- 
ington and had him shepherded around town by Jackson’s young adviser, 
Richard Perle.*™ 

Not long after he got to Washington, Pipes went to Paul Nitze’s 
office in Arlington, Virginia. “I had seen him on TV and thought he was 
so good, I asked him to be on Team B,” Pipes said.” At Richard Perle’s 
suggestion, Pipes also hired Paul Wolfowitz, the young protégé of 
Wohlstetter who had worked with Perle and Scoop Jackson and at the 
Arms Control and Disarmament Agency. One would be hard put to 


* Asked about his role in Team B, Richard Perle replied by e-mail: “Sorry, but I 
want nothing to do with Vanity Fair.” (The author is a contributing editor at Vanity 
Fair.) 
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find a more fitting intellectual heir to Wohlstetter than Wolfowitz, a 
trained mathematician-turned—Cold Warrior whose own father, Jacob 
Wolfowitz, had actually taught math to Wohlstetter at Columbia Uni- 
versity. Having lost a number of relatives in Poland to the Nazis, 
Wolfowitz began to apply the lesson of the Holocaust to the Soviets and 
argued for the deployment of tactical nuclear weapons in Europe.* 

According to Anne Cahn, who also worked at the Arms Control and 
Disarmament Agency, though in the Carter administration, Pipes’s group 
had an “incestuous closeness”” because several of them had worked 
closely together and shared an “apoplectic animosity toward the Soviet 
Union.”*** Officially, Wohlstetter himself was not a member, but his 
influence was pervasive: the panel’s starting point was the work Wohlstet- 
ter published the previous year; his protégé Richard Perle had discovered 
Team B leader Richard Pipes; and throughout the process Wohlstetter 
remained in close contact with his former student Paul Wolfowitz and 
other panel members who were his colleagues. 

On November 5, 1976, after months of examining highly classified 
documents, Team B finally debated its CIA adversaries, Team A, head to 
head in what was billed as “an experiment in competitive-threat assess- 
ment.”*” When it was over, by all accounts, the Agency was humili- 
ated —largely because its young, unseasoned officers couldn’t measure 
up against giants in the field such as Paul Nitze. “People like Nitze ate us 
for lunch,” a member of Team A said. “It was like putting Walt Whitman 
High versus the Redskins. I watched poor GS-13s and -14s [middle-level 
analysts] subjected to ridicule by Pipes and Nitze. They were browbeat- 
ing the poor analysts.”* 

But it was also because they didn’t realize the extent to which ideol- 
ogy could override the factual basis of their intelligence-based policies. 
“If I had appreciated the adversarial nature, I could have wheeled up 
different guns,” said Howard Stoertz.*! 

Stoertz had initially advised CIA director George Bush against par- 
ticipating in the enterprise, but even he did not fully appreciate that Team 
B was playing a different game than the CIA—very different. Most CIA 


*Team B actually consisted of several panels, of which the one that was most fre- 
quently cited was the Strategic Objectives Panel. Its members included Seymour 
Weiss, the ambassador to the Bahamas; air force general John Vogt; USC professor 
William Van Cleave, who was known for making jokes about dropping bombs on 
civilians; Foy Kohler, former ambassador to the Soviet Union; retired air force general 
Jasper Welch; and Thomas Wolfe, a retired air force colonel working at the RAND 
Corporation. 
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officers who participate in the preparation of the National Intelligence 
Estimates (NIE) are well aware that what they do is not immune from 
politics.” After all, NIEs are called “estimates” because they contain a 
degree of uncertainty. They are the product of ongoing debates about 
policy, methodology, and political conflicts, but they are still based on 
facts. Dozens of high-level analysts spend months trying to create an 
intelligence product that is the gold standard in what is now a $40 bil- 
lion-a-year industry — state-of-the-art intelligence on which the White 
House and Congress base their most vital national security decisions. 

But Team B’s objective was completely different. It attacked the CIA 
precisely because it relied too heavily on “hard data.” In other words, 
facts didn’t matter. Pipes himself had told Congress several years earlier 
that whether or not the Soviets actually had the weaponry was irrelevant. 
“What mattered were not the capabilities of weapons but the psychology 
and political mentality of the people wielding them,” he testified.* What 
the Soviets really wanted was “victory in the global conflict.” Because 
Team B had already concluded that the Soviets wanted to wipe out 
America, getting an accurate assessment of Soviet strength was irrelevant. 
Its purpose was to politicize intelligence so the United States could 
prepare for an imminent global nuclear war. That meant creating a 
report showing a Soviet Union hell-bent on world domination. 

Team B, for example, had no factual evidence to back up its assertion 
that the Soviets had a top secret nonacoustic antisubmarine system. 
Nevertheless, it concluded that the Soviets had probably “deployed 
some operational nonacoustic systems and will deploy more in the 
next few years.”** The absence of evidence, it reasoned, merely proved 
how secretive the Soviets were! 

Similarly, Team B issued dire warnings about the strategic capabilities 
of the Soviet Union’s Backfire bomber, which, it turned out, had neither 
the range nor the refueling capability necessary for a round-trip mis- 
sion—not to mention the fact that the Soviets produced less than half as 
many as Team B predicted.** Likewise, because it insisted on using a 
flawed methodology that had been rejected by the CIA, Team B exag- 
gerated how effectively the Soviets could strike U.S. missile silos.” And 
even though Team B knew “that the Soviet Union was in severe decline,” 
Anne Cahn noted,” it concluded that the Soviet threat was imminent, 
and would continue growing because it was such a wealthy country with 
“a large and expanding Gross National Product.”” 

“All of it was fantasy .. .” said Cahn, “if you go through most of Team 
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B’s specific allegations about weapons systems, and you just examine 
them one by one, they were all wrong.”® The CIA assailed the report as 
“complete fiction.”*' CIA director George H.W. Bush said Team B’s 
approach “lends itself to manipulation for purposes other than estima- 
tive accuracy.”” His successor, Stansfield Turner, a Democrat, came to the 
same conclusion. Ray Cline, a former deputy director of the CIA, 
asserted it had subverted the process of making the NIE by employing 
“a kangaroo court of outside critics all picked from one point of view.”* 
And Kissinger said its only purpose was to subvert détente and sabotage 
a new arms limitation treaty: 

To Richard Pipes, however, such factual discrepancies were trivial. “It 
was General Vogt who overestimated the capacities of the Backfire 
bomber,” he said. “But that is just detail. The important thing was read- 
ing the Soviet mind-set. We were saying they don’t want war, but if they 
do have war, they will resort immediately to nuclear weapons.”* 

Likewise, Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld, prefiguring his 
role in the Iraq War thirty years later, also decided the facts were unim- 
portant and sided with Team B.* “No doubt exists about the capabilities 
of the Soviet armed forces,” Rumsfeld said, after seeing Team B’s report. 
“The Soviet Union has been busy. They’ve been busy in terms of their 
level of effort; they’ve been busy in terms of the actual weapons they’re 
producing; they’ve been busy in terms of expanding production rates; 
they’ve been busy in terms of expanding their institutional capability to 
produce additional weapons at additional rates.”” 

Finally, even though the entire exercise was to have been conducted in 
utmost secrecy, Team B succeeded in launching a massive campaign to 
inflame fears of the red menace in both the general population and 
throughout the policy community — thanks to strategically placed leaks 
to the Boston Globe and later the New York Times. “[Richard] Pipes 
was jubilant,” Times reporter David Binder said after meeting with him. 
“They had triumphed; they had poked holes at the agency’s analyses.”* 

This was “an opportunity to even up some scores with the CIA,” 
said Team B member General John Vogt. Borrowing a popular catch- 
phrase of the era—from the TV comedy Laugh-In, no less—he made it 
clear how he really felt about the Agency: “Sock it to them!”” 

So what had all this accomplished? At least one young neocon tied to 
the enterprise, Paul Wolfowitz, had won over powerful allies — namely 
former California governor and presidential candidate Ronald Reagan 
and Donald Rumsfeld®—and had cemented his relationship with 
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Richard Perle, another up-and-coming neocon. Rumsfeld and Cheney*“ 
had emerged as powerful players at the highest levels of the executive 
branch and had started consolidating power in an executive branch that 
had come under assault because of Watergate. Finally, a band of Cold 
Warriors and neocon ideologues had successfully insinuated themselves 
in the nation’s multibillion-dollar intelligence apparatus and had man- 
aged to politicize intelligence in an effort to implement new foreign 
policies. 

In the seventies, however, all this maneuvering had its limits. Thanks 
to Watergate, Jimmy Carter beat Ford in the 1976 general election, 
and the neocons were completely frozen out. “We got one unbelievably 
minor job,” said Scoop Jackson staffer Elliott Abrams. “It was a special- 
negotiator position. Not for Polynesia. Not Macronesia. But Microne- 
siate 

But in the long run, that didn’t matter. After all, they were true 
believers who were in it for the long haul. Whatever one thought of the 
neocons, they were resolute, committed to a lifelong struggle. Richard 
Perle saw the ongoing political battles in Churchillian terms, articulat- 
ing his approach with a quote from the great English statesman that he 
kept framed in his study: 


Never give in, 

Never give in 

Never, never, never, never 
In nothing great or small, 
Large or petty — 


Never give in® 


As it happened, the neocons were soon able to achieve power and taste 
the fruits of victory thanks to the ascendancy of Ronald Reagan and the 
Committee on the Present Danger (CPD), the most important front 
group the hard-liners put together in the seventies. When it was revived 
in 1976, its membership included an amalgam of Cold War stalwarts, 
ranging from William J. Casey, the gruff and disheveled but brilliant spy- 


* A number of analysts, including Stefan Halper and Jonathan Clarke in America 
Alone: The Neoconservatives and the Global Order, describe Cheney and Rumsfeld 
as nationalists rather than neoconservatives even though the two men share the neo- 
conservatives’ views of American exceptionalism and unilateral military action and 
they were crucial to the implementation of neocon policies in the Bush administration. 
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master, to blue-blooded icons of the establishment such as Paul Nitze, 
and new stars of the neoconservative movement such as Jeane Kirk- 
patrick and Richard Perle. 

When Ronald Reagan was elected in 1980, no fewer than thirty- 
three CPD members won prominent appointments in Reagan’s first 
administration— twenty of them in national security.** These were 
not trivial positions. One member of the committee was none other 
than Ronald Reagan. 

Ultimately, in the CPD, one could see the emerging fault lines in the 
Republican Party, the ideological divide that separated hard-line neocons 
and Cold Warriors from the more moderate, pragmatic realists —1.e., 
practitioners of realpolitik such as Henry Kissinger and Brent Scowcroft, 
George H.W. Bush and James Baker. All of the latter were conspicuously 
missing from the CPD’s roll call. 

When they took power during the Reagan administration, the hard- 
liners succeeded in getting much of the country to believe that the 
United States faced grave dangers from Soviet WMDs—even though the 
Soviet Union was on the verge of disintegration. According to Melvin 
Goodman, who resigned from the CIA in 1990 because of the politiciza- 
tion of intelligence on the Soviet Union, the exaggerated estimates of the 
Soviet Union’s military strength “meant that the policy community 
was completely surprised by the Soviet collapse and missed numerous 
negotiating opportunities with Moscow.” An extended study by the 
General Accounting Office concluded that in the 1980s, military officials 
exaggerated the threat posed by Soviet weapons and defenses, as well as 
U.S. vulnerabilities to that threat—all in order to get Congress to fund 
the largest defense buildup in the nation’s history.“ 

But, most important, this was just the beginning. If the neoconser- 
vatives were to truly take power, a handful of small front groups and a 


*Some of the most prominent members of the CPD who had high-level positions 
in the Reagan administration included: Ronald Reagan, president; Kenneth L. Adel- 
man, U.S. deputy representative to the United Nations; Richard V. Allen, assistant to 
the president for National Security Affairs; William J. Casey, director of the Central 
Intelligence Agency; John B. Connally, member of the President’s Foreign Intelligence 
Advisory Board; Jeane J. Kirkpatrick, U.S. representative to the United Nations; 
John F. Lehman, secretary of the navy; Michael Novak, representative on the Human 
Rights Commission of the Economic and Social Council of the United Nations; 
Richard Perle, assistant secretary of defense for International Security Policy; Richard 
Pipes, staff of the National Security Council; Eugene V. Rostow, director of Arms 
Control and Disarmament Agency; George P. Schultz, secretary of state. 
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couple dozen intellectuals would not suffice. What was needed, and 
was soon under way, was nothing less than a massive effort by right- 
wing billionaire philanthropists to completely reframe the entire 
national debate—about tax policy, the economy, welfare, the judiciary, 
foreign policy, national security, and so on—an elaborate institutional 
infrastructure that could sustain itself for generations to come. 
“When I was young, the people who spoke of ‘the movement’ and 
who used ‘radical’ as an affirmative word were progressive,” Bob Kutt- 
ner, cofounder of the liberal magazine The American Prospect, wrote 
after attending a national conference of conservative foundations in 
2002. “The movement, at first, referred to the civil-rights movement; by 
the mid-1960s, it referred to a generalized movement for social justice. 
‘Movement people’ boycotted nonunion grapes, worked on voter regis- 
tration, opposed the war in Vietnam. Today, one hears the phrase ‘move- 
ment conservatism.’ The Right’s think tanks and philanthropists alike 
understand that the enterprise is—above all—political.”” 
Consequently, the New Right started new think tanks and lobbying 
groups, and funded existing ones with ideologues of various stripes 
taking key positions as “scholars” and “experts” at the Hudson Insti- 
tute,* Freedom House,” the Cato Institute, the Manhattan Institute, 
and others. The American Enterprise Institute” in particular became a 


*Key neocons at the Hudson Institute include Robert Bork, Francis Fukuyama, 
Norman Podhoretz, Ben Wattenberg, and Meyrav Wurmser. 

*Key policy makers at Freedom House have included James Woolsey, Kenneth 
Adelman, Jeane Kirkpatrick, Donald Rumsfeld, and Paul Wolfowitz. 

‘Among the high-profile scholars and fellows to have taken positions at the AEI: 
John Bolton, the former ambassador to the U.N.; Lynne Cheney, former chair of the 
National Endowment for the Humanities and the wife of the vice president; David 
Frum, former speechwriter for George W. Bush and the man who penned the phrase 
“axis of evil”; Reuel Marc Gerecht, the director of the Project for a New American 
Century’s Middle East initiative; Newt Gingrich, the former speaker of the house; 
Frederick Kagan, author of AEI’s rival study to the Iraq Study Group report; Jeane 
Kirkpatrick, the former ambassador to the U.N.; Irving Kristol, arguably the founder 
of neoconservatism; Michael Ledeen, author, a founder of the Jewish Institute for 
National Security Affairs, and a Reagan administration operative involved in the 
Iran-contra scandal; Joshua Muravchik, a scholar at the Washington Institute for 
Near East Policy; Charles Murray, coauthor of The Bell Curve; Michael Novak, a 
Roman Catholic author who, among other accomplishments, introduced Donald 
Rumsfeld to Bernard Lonergan’s categories of the “known, known unknown, and 
unknown unknown;” Norman Ornstein, a frequent contributor to the Washington 
Post who wrote part of the McCain-Feingold campaign finance bill; Richard Perle, 
Reagan official, member of the Defense Policy Board Advisory Committee, and a 
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home base for neocons. Its budget soared from $1 million in 1970 to 
more than $10 million in 1980,” and more than $25 million in 2006.” By 
1985, the AEI had 176 people on staff and 90 adjunct scholars,” who 
constituted the kernel of a veritable shadow government. 

With the help of Australian billionaire media magnate Rupert Mur- 
doch;* Sun Myung Moon, the self-described Savior, Messiah, Returning 
Lord, and True Parent of Korea’s Unification Church, and founder of 
the Washington Times; and Richard Mellon Scaife, the right-wing billion- 
aire newspaper publisher, the New Right began building up and seizing 
editorial power at scores of media operations including the New York 
Post, Fox News, the Washington Times, the American Spectator, and the 
Wall Street Journal editorial page. In 1995, Murdoch launched The 
Weekly Standard, with Irving Kristol’s son Bill at the helm as editor. 
Neocon columnists such as Charles Krauthammer and David Brooks 
won positions at the Washington Post and New York Times respectively. 

The John M. Olin Foundation provided funding toward the research 
and writing of Allan Bloom’s The Closing of the American Mind, David 
Brock’s The Real Anita Hill, and Samuel Huntington’s The Clash of 
Civilizations. Right-wing billionaire Richard Mellon Scaife contributed 
hundreds of millions of dollars* to the Heritage Foundation, the Hoover 


vocal advocate of the war in Iraq; Danielle Pletka, a strong supporter of Iraqi exile 
Ahmed Chalabi and an advocate of the use of torture; Gary Schmitt, executive direc- 
tor of the Project for a New American Century, which was an advocate of regime 
change in Iraq; Fred Thompson, former U.S. senator, actor, and presidential candidate; 
Ben Wattenberg, moderator of various PBS television series; David Wurmser, one of 
the authors of the 1996 paper A Clean Break, calling for remaking the Middle East, 
part of Douglas Feith’s secret intelligence unit in the Pentagon, and Middle East 
adviser to Vice President Dick Cheney; and John Yoo, legal adviser to President 
George W. Bush, author of parts of the Patriot Act and of controversial memos 
asserting the legality of torture, creating a narrow definition of habeas corpus and 
denying the rights of the Geneva Convention to “enemy combatants.” Yoo is also the 
author of the Yoo Doctrine, or unitary executive theory, that holds that the president’s 
war powers place him above the law, and who is said to have authored papers assert- 
ing that the president has the right to allow the National Security Agency to engage in 
warrantless surveillance of American citizens. 

*A partial list of Murdoch’s holdings include Twentieth Century Fox and its 
many subsidiaries in the movie business, Fox Television and its many subsidiaries, Fox 
Movie Channel, Fox News Channel, the Weekly Standard, The Times (London), 
The Sunday Times (London), The Sun, News of the World, multiple media holdings in 
Australia, the New York Post, HarperCollins publishers, and the Wall Street Journal. 

‘According to a 1999 Washington Post article, Scaife and his family’s charities 
contributed “about $340 million to conservative causes and institutions —$620 million 
in current [1999] dollars, adjusted for inflation.” 
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Institution on War, Revolution and Peace, the Center for Strategic and 
International Studies, the AEI, the Hudson Institute, the American 
Spectator, Accuracy in Media, and many other right-wing recipients.” 

Meanwhile, neocon “scholars” such as William Kristol, Richard Perle, 
and a political operative named Michael Ledeen regularly provided fod- 
der for right-wing talk radio hosts from Rush Limbaugh to Ollie North, 
G. Gordon Liddy to Michael Reagan—and became talking heads in 
the mainstream media as well. Increasingly, neocon ideologues played a 
key role in shaping the discourse on foreign policy. The so-called liberal 
press—the New York Times, the Washington Post—offered up its most 
precious editorial real estate to hundreds and hundreds of neocon op-ed 
pieces. 

Noting that just four right-wing think tanks—the Cato Institute, 
the Heritage Foundation, the Manhattan Institute, and the American 
Enterprise— put up about $70 million a year between them, Roger Her- 
tog, the wealthy part-owner of the once liberal New Republic, explained 
to a group of right-wing philanthropists he was addressing, “You get 
huge leverage for your dollars.”” 

He was right. After all, they were changing the course not just of 
American politics, but of the world. What they needed, of course, was 
a president. 
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Into the Fray 


estled in the Blue Ridge Mountains in Lynchburg, Virginia, a 

Southern town of 65,000 people, Liberty University is a private, 
coeducational, undergraduate and graduate institution founded by Jerry 
Falwell in 1971. It is situated deep in the heart of the Bible Belt, just 
twenty miles away from the Appomattox Court House where Confed- 
erate general Robert E. Lee surrendered to General Ulysses S. Grant, 
ending the Civil War. With 75 buildings on its 4,400-acre campus, an 
impressive football stadium, and a 9,000-seat domed basketball arena, 
Liberty offers the same amenities found in many other modern Ameri- 
can universities. But as the world’s largest Christian university, it differs 
from its secular counterparts in several important respects. Its state-of- 
the-art athletic facilities, with five basketball courts and an intercollegiate 
swimming pool, are named not after its sports idols or rich alumni, but 
after Tim and Beverly LaHaye, the apocalypse-obsessed coauthor of the 
Left Behind series, and his wife, both leading figures of the Christian 
Right. Where other universities show off their high-tech science facili- 
ties, Liberty takes pride in its Center for Creation Studies, where it 
teaches intelligent design and creationism. Finally, where Ivy League 
universities boast about their libraries and fine-arts museums, Liberty 
has the Jerry Falwell Museum, its homage to Liberty’s chancellor. Filled 
with artifacts from Falwell’s early life, the Falwell Museum displays 
portraits of the great heroes of evangelism from Puritan preacher 
Jonathan Edwards to Billy Sunday, the pro baseball star who became a 
fire-and-brimstone Prohibitionist, relics from the radio days of the Old 
Time Gospel Hour with Jerry Falwell, not to mention a photo gallery of 
Falwell himself meeting with the leading lights of evangelical culture and 
politics, among them Mel Gibson, Benjamin Netanyahu, Oliver North, 
Ronald Reagan, and both George H.W. and George W. Bush. 
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Perhaps the most striking edifice on campus is the Carter Glass Man- 
sion, former home of the late U.S. senator from Virginia and a handsome 
manor house that now serves as Liberty’s main administrative office. 
From its entrance, a magnificent view of the Blue Ridge Mountains is 
marred only by a newly constructed Wal-Mart. 

Inside is the office of the late Jerry Falwell, who, as Liberty’s chancel- 
lor, realized his dream of inculcating twenty thousand Christian evangel- 
ical students each year with the philosophy that “knowledge has validity 
only when viewed in the light of Biblical truth” so that they can “serve 
the Lord in aggressive, fundamental, soul-winning Baptist churches.” 

Serene, self-confident, and self-assured as ever,* clad in a dark suit and 
red paisley tie, Falwell answered questions in a May 2005 interview 
with the disarming candor that enabled him to build personal friendships 
with even his fiercest ideological foes, from Reverend Jesse Jackson to 
Hustler magazine pornography king Larry Flynt. 

At seventy-two, Falwell looked back at the extraordinary success of 
the Christian Right with surprise. “There is no question in my mind that 
the greatest influence in America today is the New Testament Church,” 
he said. “[But] when I started the Moral Majority, I was not sure at all 
that we could really make a difference. I just knew we had to try.” 

Falwell was a product of the battles between the modern secular 
world and the world of faith and fundamentalism in the most deeply 
personal way. His father, Carey Falwell, before making his fortune as the 
owner of most of the retail gas stations in Virginia,’ was a raffish, hard- 
drinking Prohibition bootlegger, who had won notoriety for killing his 
own brother in a heated argument.’ In addition, the elder Falwell was an 
agnostic, in sharp contrast to his wife, Helen, a devout evangelical who 
tuned in regularly to Charles E. Fuller’s Old Fashioned Revival Hour 
radio broadcasts. “She listened to the Gospel Hour and would evangel- 
ize her twin sons and nobody would cut her off,” Falwell said. 

In 1952, Falwell, then an eighteen-year-old college sophomore, made 
his commitment to Christ and decided to join the ministry.’ Four years 
later, in 1956, he founded the Thomas Road Baptist Church in Lynch- 
burg, Virginia, and was soon broadcasting the Old Time Gospel Hour 
on both radio and TV. 

Even though evangelicals were still in retreat, many believed the sec- 
ularist onslaught called for a forceful response. And nothing provoked 
a counterattack more than two sets of rulings by the U.S. Supreme 


*Falwell died in May 2007, two years after the interview took place. 
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Court. The first took place in 1962 when the Court outlawed school 
prayer in public schools and, a year later, ruled that sanctioned organized 
Bible reading in public schools in the United States was unconstitutional. 
“Mjn my opinion... the Supreme Court... is wrong,” Billy Graham 
told a UPI reporter.’ “Eighty percent of the American people want 
Bible reading and prayer in the schools. Why should a majority be so 
severely penalized... ?” 

Then, on January 22, 1973, in one of the most controversial and 
politically significant decisions in its history, Roe v. Wade, the U.S. 
Supreme Court ruled that most laws against abortion violate the consti- 
tutional right to privacy. More than any single event, the decision 
launched the Christian Right as a populist right-wing religious move- 
ment, and reshaped American politics for decades to come. This was the 
ultimate litmus test of the Christian Right. From this point on, one was 
either pro-choice or pro-life. “I don’t think that the average liberal has 
ever understood, or will ever understand the depth of that issue in ignit- 
ing evangelical Christians to participation in the public policy process,” 
said Richard Land, director of the Southern Baptist Convention. “When 
we went to a baby being killed every 20 seconds, three babies a minute, 
180 babies an hour within six months after Roe v. Wade, it ignited the 
evangelical movement to get involved in the public policy process in a 
way that nothing else ever has.””° 

Not long afterward, Falwell got a call from Francis Schaeffer, an elec- 
trifying Presbyterian evangelist and author who is probably the most 
important religious figure that secular America has never heard of. 
Widely regarded as the leading evangelical theologian of the twentieth 
century, Schaeffer, who died in 1984, was to the Christian Right what 
Marx was to Marxism, what Freud was to psychoanalysis. “There is no 
question in my mind that without Francis Schaeffer the religious right 
would not exist today,” said Falwell. “He was the prophet of the mod- 
ern-day values movement.”" 

A member of the resolutely fundamentalist Bible Presbyterian 
Church, Schaeffer won renown as a theologian for transforming the way 
in which the debate between modernism and fundamentalism was 
framed.” In the late forties, he and his wife, Edith, moved to Switzerland 
as missionaries and in 1955 founded L’Abri (“The Shelter” in French), a 
gorgeous mountain commune in the Swiss Alps.” Soon, according to 
Christianity Today, their daughters began bringing home fellow students 
from the University of Lausanne to enjoy meals and discussions about 
religion and philosophy." Thanks to the Schaeffers’ hospitality and an 
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extraordinary intellectual discourse, L Abri continued to grow in the late 
fifties, sixties, and seventies. 

Schaeffer and Edith presided, he as the revered but totally approach- 
able and accessible sage, she as a vital part of an intellectual team. The 
Schaeffers and their followers were adepts in the philosophy of Hegel, 
Kierkegaard and Heidegger, Camus and Sartre.” They discussed the 
films of Fellini and Bergman, the music of the Beatles, Bob Dylan, 
Cream, and Jimi Hendrix. L Abri attracted eclectic seekers from all over 
the world—Hindus, Buddhists, Zoroastrians, European intellectuals, 
American Jesus freaks, hippie drop-outs, and drug users. Searching, 
alienated, and morally confused, Schaeffer’s followers were far closer to 
the ethos of the sixties counterculture than the right-wing, fire-and- 
brimstone traditions of their evangelical cohorts. Even Timothy Leary, 
the “Tune in, turn on, and drop out” guru of LSD, spent time at L Abr.” 

But it was Schaeffer’s scrupulously intellectual approach of con- 
fronting the fundamentalism-modernism conflict head-on that was 
most striking. “They saw that if they didn’t get involved in activism, 
they would be overrun by secularists,” said John Berger, an editor at 
Cambridge University Press who visited L Abri in the seventies and was 
active in the antiwar movement at the time. “They were very rigorous 
intellectually. They knew Western political thought. Schaeffer and his 
followers had a much larger worldview than American leftists at the 
time. These people were real scholars, not narrow-minded followers of 
a cause. They were there to learn. And Schaeffer was not interested in 
creating a cult. He wanted to start a movement with informed people.”" 

As one acolyte put it, “Schaeffer showed me that Christians didn’t 
have to be dumb.” Added another person who attended his lectures, 
“There was one thing we felt we understood quite clearly after listening 
to Schaeffer at considerable length: the very real and immediate threat 
posed by secular humanism.”” 

By the early sixties, Schaeffer had become an international cult figure, 
and in 1965, he began taking his message back to America. Barely five feet 
tall, wearing an Alpine hiking outfit when he lectured —knickers, knee 
socks, and walking shoes —and, in later years, a white goatee to go with 
his long, flowing white hair, he cut an anomalous figure among straitlaced 
evangelical pastors, both in terms of his appearance and his eclectic intel- 
lectual pursuits. As John Fischer described him in Christianity Today, 
Schaeffer was hard to listen to, often emitting a grating, high-pitched 
scream that at first “sounded something like Elmer Fudd on speed. . . . 
After we had studied Kant, Hegel, Sartre, and Camus, the voice sounded 
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more like an existential shriek. If Edvard Munch’s The Scream had a 
voice, it would have sounded like Francis Schaeffer. [He]... understood 
the existential cry of humanity trapped in a prison of its own making. He 
was the closest thing to a ‘man of sorrows’ I have seen.””' 

Far from being seduced by the counterculture of the sixties, Schaeffer 
used his proximity to it to develop a critique of secular humanism in 
more than twenty books, several of which became key texts for leaders 
of the Christian Right over the next generation. In How Should We Then 
Live? The Rise and Decline of Western Thought and Culture, Schaeffer 
took a sweeping look at man’s progress from the Middle Ages to the 
Atomic Age, and portrayed the Renaissance, secular humanism, and the 
entire post-Enlightenment rational modern world, as part of an ungodly, 
unholy ethos through which man replaces God with reason and with 
man-made things. In Schaeffer’s view, it was but a short step from Dar- 
win’s theory of evolution to social Darwinism to Nazism. 

In the late forties, Sayyid Qutb, the founder of the modern Islamic 
fundamentalist movement, had begun railing about how modernity, sec- 
ularism, and materialism had polluted Islam. Similarly, to Schaeffer, the 
evils of modern culture—drug use, sexual permissiveness, pornography, 
abortion, and so on—were not merely accidents of history. Instead, they 
were the inevitable product of decadent ideas that had been flourishing in 
Europe for centuries, that had conquered the United States and replaced 
religion with a secular humanism in which man, not God, was central. 
Ultimately, he concluded that real Christians had a duty to sound the 
trumpet, so that “this generation may turn from that greatest of wicked- 
nesses, the placing of any created thing in the place of the Creator.”” 

In subsequent works, Schaeffer became more strident. In Whatever 
Happened to the Human Race?, coauthored with C. Everett Koop, 
who later became surgeon general of the United States under Ronald 
Reagan, he compared abortion to the Holocaust, asserting that Roe v. 
Wade had legalized the mass murder of millions of unborn children and 
it was evidence of “our seemingly unlimited capacity for evil.”® For 
Christians, Schaeffer argued, fighting this secular evil was the ultimate 
test of moral values. Salvation depended on standing up against abortion. 
Calling for a massive social movement—a Christian political move- 
ment—he urged fundamentalists to do whatever was necessary to resist 
abortion, infanticide, euthanasia, and the eradication of human dignity 
resulting from the secularization of American culture. 

Finally, Schaeffer believed, this massive social movement needed a 
manifesto. In A Christian Manifesto, his retort both to Karl Marx’s 
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Communist Manifesto and to the more obscure Humanist Manifestoes,* 
he insisted that evangelicalism could no longer passively accommodate 
itself to the decadent values of a secular humanist world that murdered 
unborn babies. With his call to arms, he urged evangelicals to come out 
from behind the pulpit and into a full-scale cultural war with the secular 
world. Randall Terry, founder of the pro-life Operation Rescue, credits 
Schaeffer with prodding evangelicals to take political action against 
abortion. “You have to read Schaefter’s Christian Manifesto if you want 
to understand Operation Rescue,” Terry said.” 

Others who were deeply influenced by Schaeffer included James Dob- 
son, the head of Focus on the Family, the powerful “traditional values” 
lobby; Christian broadcaster and presidential candidate Pat Robertson; 
former congressman and presidential candidate Jack Kemp; former aide to 
President Richard Nixon, Chuck Colson; syndicated columnist Cal 
Thomas; Florida secretary of state Katherine Harris; Tim LaHaye and his 
wite, Beverly, the founder of Concerned Women of America; Dorothy 
Walker Bush,” the mother of George H.W. and grandmother of George W. 
Bush; Marvin Olasky, a born-again Christian adviser to George W. Bush, 


and many, many more.” 


*Evangelical theologians frequently refer to the Humanist Manifestoes as if they are 
seminal works for secular humanists plotting against Christianity, when in fact many 
people are not familiar with them. The first Humanist Manifesto was written in 1933 
by Raymond Bragg and spoke about humanism as a religious movement without a 
deity that potentially could challenge more conventional religions. In 1973, Human- 
ist Manifesto II was written by Paul Kurtz and Edwin H. Wilson, noting that in light 
of World War II and the Holocaust, the first Humanist Manifesto seemed too opti- 
mistic. Its most frequently quoted line reads, “No deity will save us; we must save our- 
selves.” Finally, in 2003, a shorter version of the manifesto, Humanist Manifesto ITI, 
was published by the American Humanist Association and stressed six “humanist 
ideals” such as empiricism, concluding, “Knowledge of the world is derived by obser- 
vation, experimentation, and rational analysis.” 

Whatever one thinks of the manifestoes, it seems fair to say that evangelicals have 
overstated their influence on the secular world. At this writing, the Humanist Mant- 
festoes were ranked 658,750 on the Amazon bestseller list. 

‘Not all of Schaeffer’s acolytes saw him as someone who was declaring war on the 
secular world. In April 2007, John Fischer argued in Christianity Today that Schaeffer 
“took a strong stand against abortion and euthanasia and even called for serious 
measures, including political intervention. . . . But to conclude that this invocation to 
war was Schaeffer’s crowning achievement is to truncate the man and his work... . 
Schaeffer’s work is ultimately not a call to arms, but a call to care. Those who have taken 
up arms and claimed him as their champion have gotten only part of his message. . . . 
Schaeffer never meant for Christians to take a combative stance in society without first 
experiencing empathy for the human predicament that brought us to this place.” 
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But no one was more indebted to Schaeffer than Jerry Falwell, who 
devoured everything he wrote. “I had several mentors in my life, but 
Francis Schaeffer was head and shoulders above the rest,” Falwell said.” 
As it happens, Schaeffer had been keeping an eye on the rising young 
preacher in Lynchburg, and one day Falwell finally got a phone call from 
his hero. “Dr. Schaeffer had watched one of my TV shows and he called 
me to compliment me on the clear gospel presentation I had made,” Fal- 
well recalled. 

More important, Schaeffer gave Falwell the go-ahead to tear down the 
wall that had kept politics out of the pulpit. “I was in search of a scrip- 
tural way that I as pastor of a very large church could address the moral 
and social issues facing American culture,” Falwell said.* “Dr. Schaeffer 
shattered that world of isolation for me, telling me that while I was 
preaching a very clear gospel message, I was avoiding fifty percent of my 
ministry. He began teaching me that I had a responsibility to confront 
the culture where it was failing morally and socially. If it hadn’t been for 
Francis Schaeffer, I would have been a pastor in Lynchburg, Virginia, but 
otherwise never heard of. He was the one who pushed me out of the ring 
and told me to put on the gloves.”” 

Not long afterward, Falwell got a call from Tim LaHaye, then a pas- 
tor in San Diego. At the time, LaHaye had just founded Californians for 
Biblical Morality, a coalition of extreme right-wing pastors who fought 
against gay rights,” and even sought to ban Dungeons and Dragons, a 
fantasy game with heroes and monsters, in public facilities on the 
grounds that it was witchcraft and a religion of the occult. When Falwell 
visited, he was impressed that LaHaye had organized conservative Cal- 
ifornia pastors to confront the state government on moral and social 
issues. “I wondered why we couldn’t do it on a national basis,” said Fal- 
well. 

Courtly, genteel, and soft-spoken, LaHaye is the antithesis of the fire- 
and-brimstone preacher one might expect from a purveyor of End Times 
prophecies. Entranced by Rapturist theology since childhood,” LaHaye 
had graduated from ultraconservative Bob Jones University in Greenville, 
South Carolina, and began preaching in nearby Pumpkintown at a salary 
of $15 a week.” Later, he moved to San Diego, and in the sixties and sev- 
enties served as pastor at Scott Memorial Baptist Church, transforming it 
from a congregation of 275 into one with 3,000 members.” 

Along the way, LaHaye avidly read Francis Schaeffer.” In Battle for 
the Mind, his 1980 homage to Schaeffer, LaHaye depicts America as a 
Bible-based country under siege by an elite group of secular humanists 
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conspiring to destroy Christianity. He asserts that secular humanism is 
“the world’s greatest evil and the most deceptive of all religious philoso- 
phies.” It is characterized by its “particular hatred toward Christian- 
ity,” and it has been turning our godly nation into one that promotes 
Darwinism and the mass murder of the unborn, promiscuity, the homo- 
sexual agenda, and more.” 

LaHaye’s political work largely escaped the notice of the secular 
world, but according to Falwell, he has done more to set the agenda for 
evangelicalism in the United States than any other person in America.” 
Presbyterian televangelist D. James Kennedy hailed Battle for the Mind 
as “one of the most important books of our time,” and Falwell said that 
every Christian must follow its tenets if we are to save America from 
becoming “another Sodom and Gomorra”? 

Central to LaHaye’s work is the notion that secular humanism is an 
organized religion that is consciously trying to annihilate Christianity. 
“LaHaye writes as if there’s a humanist brain trust sitting around reading 
John Dewey [the American philosopher and educational reformer], try- 
ing to figure out ways to destroy Christianity,” said Chip Berlet, coau- 
thor of Right-Wing Populism in America and founder of Political 
Research Associates, a think tank that studies right-wing political move- 
ments.” Of course, “humanism” is an abstract term, and while tens of 
millions of Americans might accurately be called secular humanists, very 
few think of themselves as members of a humanist movement. But to 
LaHaye that only proves that humanists are so devious they can control 
public debate by using the mass media, Hollywood, the government, and 
academia to brainwash unsuspecting Christians, turning our once godly 
nation into one that promotes Darwinism and the mass murder of the 
unborn, promiscuity and the homosexual agenda, and more. 

In Battle for the Mind, LaHaye spells out his political goals clearly 
and precisely. As he sees it, the word secular is not merely a morally 
neutral term that means “worldly.” It means “ungodly,” and in his 
view, there are godly people, who are on the road to Rapture, and then 
there is the rest of the world, which is either complicit with the 
Antichrist, or, worse, actively assisting him. Asa result, LaHaye argues, 
good evangelicals should no longer think of humanists merely as harm- 
less citizens who just happen not to attend church. “We must remove all 
humanists from public office,” he writes, “and replace them with pro- 
moral political leaders.”"' 

At the time, America had elected Jimmy Carter as its first born-again 
evangelical Christian president. But as a supporter of the Equal Rights 
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Amendment and Roe v. Wade, Carter failed the most basic litmus tests of 
the evangelical movement. “He said that the Equal Rights Amendment 
was good for the family,” LaHaye recalled disdainfully. “Well, I knew 
when he said that he was out to lunch.”” 


Meanwhile, a new generation of political strategists also believed that 
Christians should play a bigger role in the political arena and cast a 
watchful eye at their secularist foes, observing carefully how they had 
amassed power. Just by chance, in 1969, Paul Weyrich, a twenty-seven- 
year-old right-wing Catholic who was then press secretary to Senator 
Gordon Allott (R-Colo.), was invited to a strategy session for a civil 
rights coalition by mistake. Seizing this rare opportunity to be a fly on 
the wall behind enemy lines, the conservative Weyrich was astonished to 
encounter representatives from virtually every power base in the liberal 
political world, working together as if they were parts of a smoothly 
oiled machine. As Jason DeParle put it in the New York Times, “There 
he beheld the Liberal Behemoth in all its steely glory.” 

There were congressional aides and policy wonks. Liberal think 
tankers from the Brookings Institution presented policy options. Lib- 
eral lawyers from the liberal ACLU cited the legal complexities. Liberal 
columnist Carl Rowan for the liberal Washington Post agreed to write 
a column. Liberal church groups planned demonstrations. And liberal 
lobbyists prepared to pressure Congress. 

“There before me were all the different liberal groups, inside and out- 
side Congress, the journalistic heavies, and it was a magnificent show,” 
Weyrich said. “They orchestrated this particular bit of legislation in a very 
impressive way, each group playing its role— producing a study in time 
for the debate, drafting an amendment, planting stories. I saw how easily 
it could be done, with planning and determination, and decided to try it 
myself.” 

“They put together a battle plan, right then and there. I was 
absolutely mesmerized. From that day on, I became absolutely insuffer- 
able,” Weyrich said. “Knowing how the liberal side operated, it was my 
responsibility to set up something to replicate this on the right.”* 

Weyrich resolved that movement conservatives had to have it all: 
“think tank, lobby, legal arm, means of communication, political action— 
you know, the whole nine yards.” Acolytes referred to him as “the 
Lenin of social conservatism—a revolutionary with a rare talent for 
organization.”** Awed by the Brookings Institution, the think tank that 
was the embodiment of the liberal power structure, Weyrich secured a 
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$250,000 gift from conservative brewery mogul Joseph Coors and, with 
his friend Ed Feulner, established the Heritage Foundation in 1973.” “We 
are different from previous generations of conservatives,” Weyrich said. 
“We are no longer working to preserve the status quo. We are radicals, 
working to overturn the present power structure of the country.” 

Conservative activist Morton Blackwell joined the fray. “I believed 
that the theologically conservative Christians were the largest tract of 
virgin timber on the political landscape, and there was enormous poten- 
tial for activism,” said Blackwell, the executive director of the College 
Republican National Committee, which helped train aggressive young 
political operatives such as Lee Atwater, Karl Rove, Ralph Reed, Grover 
Norquist, and Jack Abramoff. “A decision was made to target a promi- 
nent skilled religious communicator to see if he would start moving peo- 
ple into political participation.” The first issue they focused on was 
abortion.” 

Consequently, in 1978, Jerry Falwell® gave his first sermon on 
“unborn babies, who, by the hundreds of thousands, are being mur- 
dered.” When Francis Schaeffer’s film Whatever Happened to the 
Human Race? was distributed to thousands of church groups the 
response was extraordinary. By this time, a Gallup poll showed that one 
out of three Americans said they’d had a “born-again” experience. Half 
the country believed in biblical inerrancy. Eighty percent saw Jesus as 
divine. And there were thirteen hundred evangelical radio and TV sta- 
tions with a total audience of 130 million.” 

Falwell looked ahead to the 1980 presidential election. “Jimmy Carter 
was making everyone mad,” said Falwell. “He had gotten the evangeli- 
cal support two to one in 1976. This guy had betrayed everything we 
stood for.” By this time, Falwell’s television ministry was booming. He 
had nearly eight million people on his mailing lists. As many as twenty 
thousand people attended his appearances. But at the time, only 55 per- 
cent of evangelicals in America were registered voters. Worse, as Falwell 
saw it, most of them voted the wrong way. “I asked, ‘How can I, with- 
out violating my ministry, without breaking the law, put this group 
together?’ They will listen to me if I have the facts.”” 

Falwell called together twenty or twenty-five top political opera- 
tives to his Thomas Road Baptist Church in Lynchburg. “I invited my 
friends from Washington with whom I had been talking about this 
thing,” he said. There was Tim LaHaye, Paul Weyrich, and Presbyterian 
televangelist D. James Kennedy. There was Morton Blackwell, direct- 
mail guru Richard Viguerie, and Senator Jesse Helms. “We all made a 
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commitment to God that day that for the first time in our lives we were 
going to get involved in the political process,” said Tim LaHaye. “So I 
prayed to God, ‘Dear God, we have got to get this man out of the 
White House and get someone in here who will be aggressive about 
bringing back traditional moral values. ”” 

After the meeting had been under way for some time, Paul Weyrich 
spoke up. “Dr. Falwell,” he said, “I believe there is a moral majority out 
there ready to be organized so that they see what they are battling.” 

Weyrich continued, but Falwell interrupted. “Go back to what you 
said earlier,” he said. He was trying to recapture a “eureka” moment. 
Weyrich didn’t understand what he was getting at, however, so Falwell 
patiently backtracked. “You started saying that out there was... What 
did you say?”* 

“Thad to think,” said Weyrich, recalling the historic incident. He 
racked his brain for a moment, and finally, he spoke. “I said, ‘Out 
there is a moral majority...” 

“That’s it!” said Falwell. “That’s what I’m going to call the organiza- 
tion: The Moral Majority.”* 


In 1980, Falwell and his associates started going from state to state, 
meeting Catholics, old-line Protestants, and evangelicals, putting 
together chapters everywhere. Soon the Moral Majority had lined up 
72,000 pastors in what it called “a pro-life, pro-traditional family” coali- 
tion. They called upon Christians to do three things: get saved, get bap- 
tized, and get registered to vote. 

Although they strongly approved of Ronald Reagan as the Republi- 
can nominee, evangelical leaders were far less happy about the man 
Reagan picked to be his running mate—and made their feelings known 
at the Republican National Convention in July 1980 in Detroit. With a 
police escort blaring its sirens and flashing red lights, Paul Weyrich 
sped toward a last-minute meeting with Reagan, joining Jerry Falwell; 
Howard Phillips, the chairman of the Conservative Caucus; Phyllis 
Schlafly, the leader of Stop ERA; and other leading evangelicals who 
were attempting to talk Reagan out of putting George H.W. Bush on the 
ticket because they did not view him as a legitimate social conservative. 

The evangelicals did not seem to realize it at the time, but they had an 
ally who was also trying to blackball Bush—Donald Rumsfeld. “In 
1980, when Reagan had the nomination in hand and it was clear that 
Bush was the choice of the convention to be [the vice presidential nom- 
inee], there was a real effort by Rumsfeld to get on the ticket,” recalled 
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Pete Teeley, a Bush aide who accompanied him to the Detroit conven- 
ton. 

As Teeley walked across the hotel lobby, he saw a gaggle of reporters 
surrounding someone giving them a briefing. 

“Bill [a Rumsfeld aide] is telling us Rumsfeld’s strategy to get on the 
ticket,” a reporter shouted to Teeley. “What’s yours?” 

“Thirty-six primaries and fourteen caucuses,” Teeley replied, implic- 
itly pointing out that Rumsfeld had not even entered the primaries.” 

In the interests of party unity, Bush got the nomination anyway. 
Pragmatic political concerns had prevailed over ideology and theology. 
But both Rumsfeld and the evangelicals were now clearly aligned against 
the moderate wing of the Republican Party. One of their shared enemies 
was George H.W. Bush. 


In the 1980 presidential election, evangelical voters ensured Jimmy 
Carter’s defeat by going two to one for Ronald Reagan. It was a stun- 
ning victory for the right. Twelve Democratic senators — including lib- 
eral icons George McGovern, Frank Church, Birch Bayh, and Gaylord 
Nelson—went down in defeat, the biggest swing since 1958. Even with 
Bush on the ticket, evangelicals had managed to get most of their con- 
cerns written into the Republican platform. For the first time, those val- 
ues would be taken seriously in the Oval Office. Christian broadcaster 
and 700 Club host Pat Robertson chortled, “We have enough votes to 
run this country!”* 

Even though it now had a friend in the White House, the Christian 
Right went full steam ahead building a new movement. In 1981, James 
Dobson founded the Family Research Council to be the political arm of 
Focus on the Family, his daily radio show with an audience of four mil- 
lion people.” Trained as a child psychologist, Dobson “dispensed stern 
but fatherly advice over the radio to help confused and alienated Mid- 
dle Americans overcome personal crises,” as the Nation’s Max Blumen- 
thal put it, and in the process incorporated them into the Christian 
Right’s political machine.” Creating a “family values” empire that ulti- 
mately consisted of more than seventy different ministries, ten maga- 
zines, and thirteen hundred employees, Dobson took on gays, abortion, 
the use of condoms, and the teaching of evolution. He later attacked the 
Girl Scouts for being “agents of humanism and radical feminism,” the 
cartoon character SpongeBob SquarePants, and even the concept of tol- 
erance itself, terming it “a watchword of those who reject the con- 
cepts of right and wrong... kind of a desensitization to evil of all 
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varieties.”*! These were the family values that reinforced an emerging 
populist narrative of average people in the heartland doing battle against 
the sophisticated elites on the East and West Coasts. They were further 
promoted through Christian schools that were rapidly proliferating 
throughout the country —according to Falwell, growing at a rate of one 
every seven hours.” 

Tim LaHaye and his wife, Beverly, had already founded Concerned 
Women for America® in 1979 “to bring biblical principles into public 
policy,” and oppose the more liberal National Organization for 
Women (NOW). In 1981, LaHaye resigned as pastor to devote himself 
full-time to building the Christian Right. He began by meeting with 
moneyed ultraconservatives including two right-wing billionaires from 
Texas, Nelson Bunker Hunt and T. Cullen Davis.** 

With Hunt, Davis, and others putting up the money, LaHaye 
founded the Council for National Policy (CNP) in 1981 as a low- 
profile but powerful coalition of oil billionaires, fundamentalist preach- 
ers, and right-wing tacticians to come up with a coherent and 
disciplined strategy for the New Right. Though its membership list is 
highly secretive, the CNP rolls reportedly included powerful evan- 
gelicals like Falwell and Pat Robertson; top right-wing political strate- 
gists Richard Viguerie, Ralph Reed, and Paul Weyrich; and several 
senators and congressmen. 

Still in its infancy as a political movement, the Moral Majority had 
registered 8.5 million voters in five years. They were powerful enough 
to swing presidential and senatorial elections. President Reagan 
appeared on the Old Time Gospel Hour with Falwell, who gave the 
benediction at the 1984 Republican National Convention. The CNP 
had access to the highest powers in the land. 

Paul Weyrich’s dream of replicating the infrastructure of the liberal 
establishment was being realized —with a vengeance. When it came to 
think tanks, the right now had Weyrich’s Heritage Foundation as well as 
his Free Congress Research and Education Foundation, with a related 
organizing arm called Coalitions for America. The American Enter- 
prise Institute had been around since the forties, but was rising to 
prominence with the ascendancy of the New Right. There was the liber- 
tarian Cato Institute, foundations like the Bradley, Olin, and Scaife 


*Cullen Davis is best known for having been indicted for and subsequently acquit- 
ted of the murder of his wife’s lover and his stepdaughter, after which he became a 
born-again Christian. 
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trusts; “pro-family” groups like Dobson’s Family Research Council, and 
the Christian Coalition. 

Reagan appointed James Watt, a prominent Pentecostal, as secretary 
of the interior. His secretary of defense, Caspar Weinberger, espoused 
his belief in the Book of Revelation.*” As surgeon general, the nation’s 
top medical post, Reagan appointed C. Everett Koop, who had collab- 
orated with Francis Schaeffer on the seminal antiabortion books and 
films of the Christian Right. 

And when President Reagan himself spoke before the National Asso- 
ciation of Evangelicals in 1983, he assured the hundreds of clergymen in 
the audience that when it came to the ongoing war between faith and 
reason, religion and the secular world, he was on their side, even though 
it “puts us in opposition to... many who have turned to a modern-day 
secularism.” Then, using deliberately apocalyptic rhetoric, Reagan 
famously reframed the Cold War in terms of the Manichaean spiritual 
struggle for “salvation” between the United States and the “evil empire” 
of the Soviet Union, which he called “the focus of evil in the modern 
world.”® 


Far as the Christian Right had come, however, there were still limits to 
its power. In 1981, Reagan appointed Sandra Day O’Connor to the 
Supreme Court, rather than an aggressively antiabortion jurist. Then, in 
1982, Reagan halfheartedly honored his promise to support a constitu- 
tional amendment allowing school prayer, refraining from putting 
enough political muscle behind it to bulldoze it through the Senate. 
Worse, by the mid-eighties, fundamentalists found that one of their most 
trusted allies, Surgeon General C. Everett Koop, had betrayed them. As 
the nation’s top doctor during the early era of the AIDS epidemic, 
Koop released a special report on AIDS in 1986 that advocated sex edu- 
cation, including teaching about homosexual behavior, as an essential 
tool in stopping the spread of the disease,” and even promoted the use 
of condoms for sex outside of marriage as a means of protection. To fun- 
damentalists at Richard Viguerie’s Conservative Digest, Koop was 
effectively “proposing instructions in buggery for schoolchildren.”” 
Conservative author Phyllis Schlafly said she would “rather see her chil- 
dren infected with sexually transmitted disease than... know there was 
such a thing as acondom.”” For all the money they had raised, the mil- 


* Weinberger had a Jewish paternal grandfather, but was brought up as an Episco- 
palian. 
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lions of voters they had organized, the think tanks they had started, for 
all the paths to power they had charted, the Christian Right had found 
that its most sought-after goals were the most elusive. 

Worse, in 1988, as Reagan’s second term pulled to a close, waiting in 
the wings as heir apparent was Vice President George H.W. Bush, who 
was anathema to the new Christian Right both culturally and politically. 
Bush had been schooled at Andover and Yale—two of the great citadels 
of secular humanism in America. As a member of Skull and Bones, the 
elite secret society at Yale, as former ambassador to the United Nations, 
and later as director of the Central Intelligence Agency and the Trilateral 
Commission, Bush had key roles in no fewer than four institutions 
that, according to acolytes of End Times theology, were linked to the 
Antichrist and shadowy notions of One World Government. If one 
had deliberately set out to deeply alienate the God-fearing New South at 
the heart of the new Republican Party, one could scarcely have done bet- 
ter than to craft the patrician résumé of Vice President Bush. 

Born-again Americans had played a crucial role in the 1976 Carter- 
Ford election when they constituted 26 percent of the American people. 
By the time of the 1988 presidential election, Gallup polls showed that 
figure had risen to 39 percent.” Winning that constituency was 
absolutely vital to any Republican who hoped to be president—and 
there was only one person in the world who could possibly help George 
H.W. Bush do it. 


b 


CHARTER"STX 


The Prodigal Son 


Sei wisdom has it that George W. Bush became a “born- 
again” Christian in the summer of 1985, after extended private talks 
with Reverend Billy Graham. As recounted by Bush himself in A 
Charge to Keep: My Journey to the White House, a ghostwritten auto- 
biography prepared for the 2000 presidential campaign, one evening at 
Walker’s Point, the Bush compound in Kennebunkport, Maine, Graham, 
spiritual confidant to Lyndon Johnson, Richard Nixon, and Ronald Rea- 
gan and a close friend of the Bush family, sat down by the fireplace and 
gave a talk.! “I don’t remember the exact words,” Bush wrote. “It was 
more the power of his example. The Lord was so clearly reflected in his 
gentle and loving demeanor.” 

The next morning, Bush and Graham went for a walk along the 
rugged Maine shore, past the Boony Wild Pool where Bush had skinny- 
dipped as a child. “I knew I was in the presence of a great man...” Bush 
wrote. “He was like a magnet; I felt drawn to seek something different. 
He didn’t lecture or admonish; he shared warmth and concern. Billy 
Graham didn’t make you feel guilty; he made you feel loved.” 

“Over the course of that weekend, Reverend Graham planted a mus- 
tard seed in my soul, a seed that grew over the next year,” he continued.* 
“He led me to the path, and I began walking.” 

There’s just one problem with Bush’s account of his conversion expe- 
rience: it’s not true. For one thing, when Billy Graham was asked about 
the episode by NBC’s Brian Williams, he declined to corroborate Bush’s 
account. “I’ve heard others say that [I converted Bush], and people have 
written it, but I cannot say that,” Graham said. “I was with him and I used 


*Bush is referring to the biblical parable of the mustard seed in the gospels of Luke, 
Mark, Matthew, and Thomas, in which Jesus compares the Kingdom of Heaven to the 
tiny mustard seed that ultimately grows into a huge mustard plant. 
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to teach the Bible at Kennebunkport to the Bush family when he was a 
younger man, but I never feel that I in any way turned his life around.” 

Even if one doesn’t accept Graham’s candid response, there’s another 
good reason to believe that the account in Bush’s book is fiction. Mickey 
Herskowitz, a sportswriter for the Houston Chronicle who became 
close friends with the Bush family and was originally contracted to 
ghostwrite A Charge to Keep,* recalled interviewing Bush about it 
when he was doing research for the book.* “I remember asking him 
about the famous meeting at Kennebunkport with the Reverend Billy 
Graham... .” Herskowitz said. “And you know what? He couldnt 
remember a single word that passed between them.” 

Herskowitz was so stunned by Bush’s memory lapse that he began 
prompting him. “It was so unlikely he wouldn’t remember anything 
Billy Graham said, especially because that was a defining moment in his 
life. So I asked, ‘Well, Governor, would he have said something like, 
“Have you gotten right with God?”’” 

According to Herskowitz, Bush was visibly taken aback and bristled 
at the suggestion. “No,” Bush replied. “Billy Graham isn’t going to ask 
you a question like that.” 

Herskowitz met with Bush about twenty times for the project and 
submitted about ten chapters before Bush’s staff, working under director 
of communications Karen Hughes, took control of it.* But when Hers- 
kowitz finally read A Charge to Keep he was stunned by its contents. 
“Anyone who is writing a memoir of George Bush for campaign pur- 
poses knew you had to have some glimpse of what passed between Bush 
and Billy Graham,” he said.’ But Hughes and her team had changed a key 
part. “It had Graham asking Bush, ‘George, are you right with God?’” 

In other words, Herskowitz’s question to Bush was now coming out 
of Billy Graham’s mouth. “Karen Hughes picked it off the tape,” said 
Herskowitz. 


There is yet another reason why the episode in Maine could not possi- 
bly have been the first time George Bush gave his soul to Christ. That’s 
because Bush had already been born again more than a year earlier, in 
April 1984—thanks to an evangelical preacher named Arthur Blessitt. 


* Herskowitz was paid for his work, and the interview tapes were given to the Bush 
campaign. Ultimately, the book was published as A Charge to Keep by George W. 
Bush and Mickey Herskowitz, but Bush communications director Karen Hughes 
oversaw completion of the project and is given credit as coauthor. 


ne een eg, par 


THE PRODIGAL SON 81 


Whereas Billy Graham was a distinguished public figure whose fame 
grew out of frequent visits to the Oval Office over several decades, 
Arthur Blessitt had a very different background. His evangelicalism 
was rooted in the Jesus movement of the sixties counterculture. To the 
extent he was famous it was because he had preached at concerts with the 
Rolling Stones, Janis Joplin, the Jefferson Airplane, and others, and had 
run a “Jesus coffeehouse” called His Place on Hollywood’s Sunset Strip 
during that turbulent decade.’ His flock consisted of bikers, druggies, 
hippies, and two Mafia hit men.’ The most celebrated ritual at Blessitt’s 
coffeehouse was the “toilet baptism,” a rite in which hippies announced 
they were giving up pot and LSD for Jesus,” flushed the controlled 
substances down the toilet, and proclaimed they were “high on the 
ord)” 

In 1969, however, Blessitt was evicted from his coffeehouse and, in 
protest, chained himself to a cross in Hollywood and fasted for the 
next twenty-eight days." Over the next fifteen years, “The Minister of 
Sunset Strip,” as he was known, transformed himself into “The Man 
who Carried the Cross Around the World” by lugging a twelve-foot- 
long cross for Jesus through sixty countries all over the world, on what 
would become, according to the Guinness Book of World Records, the 
longest walk in human history.* Blessitt delivered countless lost souls to 
Jesus. He went to Jerusalem. He prayed on Mount Sinai. He crossed the 
Iron Curtain. Finally, in 1984, he came to Midland, Texas, to preach for 
six nights at the Chaparral Center before thousands of Texans night after 
night on a “Mission of Love and Joy.”” He did not know it, but he was 
about to bring George W. Bush to Jesus. 


Thirty-seven years old when Blessitt came to Midland, Bush had yet to 
make much of a name for himself and still struggled with the giant 
shadow cast by his father. The pattern had begun early, when Bush was 
playing sports in school. “His father had been the captain of the baseball 
team and star first baseman at Yale,” said Mickey Herskowitz. “He had 
met Babe Ruth at home plate at the stadium at Yale to accept the manu- 
script of the Babe’s autobiography. Dad was a star, a scholar, the leader 
of the team and the captain. And George never got much beyond Little 
League. He wanted to be a catcher, but one of his coaches said he had an 
unfortunate flaw—he blinked every time the guy swung the bat.” 


*By November 2005, Blessitt had carried the cross more than 37,000 miles in 305 
nations on all seven continents. 
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Whatever he did, his meager achievements were dwarfed by his father’s 
spectacular résumé. 

When he was in his twenties, his alcohol-fueled clashes with his 
father disturbed his parents so much that they asked friends to rein in 
their unruly son. In the spring of 1972, the elder Bush, then ambassador 
to the United Nations, called Jimmy Allison, an old friend from Mid- 
land, Texas, who was a political consultant and the owner of the Midland 
Reporter- Telegram, to ask if George W. could work on a Senate cam- 
paign Allison was running in Alabama for Winton “Red” Blount. 
“Georgie was raising a lot of hell in Houston, getting in trouble and 
embarrassing the family, and they just really wanted to get him out of 
Houston and under Jimmy’s wing,” Allison’s widow, Linda, told Salon’s 
Mary Jacoby.*"* “[The Bushes] wanted someone they trusted to keep an 
eye on him.” 

When the younger Bush got to Alabama, however, he continued 
drinking, according to Allison, often ambling into work at midday, 
boasting about how much he’d drunk the night before. One night at a 
party, she saw George W. urinating on a car in the parking lot.'* He 
reportedly shouted obscenities at police officers, and trashed a home he 
rented, leaving behind broken furniture he refused to pay for. “He was 
just a rich kid who had no respect for other people’s possessions,” a 
member of the family who rented the house told the Birmingham News." 

When Bush returned to Washington for Christmas that year, he got 
drunk with his sixteen-year-old brother Marvin, ran over the neighbor’s 
garbage cans, and found himself standing unsteadily in the doorway at 
home, confronting his father. “I hear you’re looking for me,” he said. 
“You wanna go mano a mano right here?”” 

The elder George Bush didn’t say a word. “He just looked at him 
over his glasses that had slid down the end of his nose,” Barbara Bush 
told a friend of the family. “And he just looked until [George W.] walked 


away. Everything he needed to communicate was in that glance.” 


When young George went off to Harvard Business School in 1974, the 
differences between him and his father became more clearly defined. 


*Bush maintained he was fulfilling his obligations to the Alabama National Guard 
during the year in question—despite the absence of documentary evidence or wit- 
nesses to substantiate his assertion. According to Salon, Linda Allison, asked if she’d 
ever seen Bush in a uniform, replied, “Good Lord, no. I had no idea that the National 
Guard was involved in his life in any way.” 
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Where the older Bush embodied a genial and patrician preppy ethos, the 
son embraced the iconography of Texas as if determined to eradicate the 
last vestiges of East Coast elitism in his veins. At Harvard, his classmates 
“were drinking Chivas Regal, [but] he was drinking Wild Turkey,” 
April Foley, who dated Bush briefly, told the Washington Post. “They 
were smoking Benson and Hedges and he’s dipping Copenhagen, and 
while they were going to the opera he was listening to [country-and- 
western singer] Johnny Rodriguez over and over and over and over.”"* 

After graduation, rather than join his classmates in the glittering 
canyons of Wall Street, Bush struck out for Midland’s arid landscape of 
oil rigs and pump jacks, mesquite trees and horned lizards—where he fit 
right in.” But it was still unclear what he was doing with his life. A 1978 
attempt to run for Congress was a disaster. Various stabs at making it in 
the oil industry—with companies named Arbusto Energy, Spectrum 7, 
and Harken Energy —failed.* Even after marrying Laura Welch in 1977 
and becoming the father of twins four years later, Bush’s reputation was 
that of an aging frat boy who worshipped what he called the four B’s— 
beer, bourbon, and B&B. Family members still wondered what he was 
going to be when he grew up.” 

Meanwhile, oil-rich Midland was going through its own spiritual cri- 
sis. When the price of oil soared in the seventies and early eighties, Mid- 
land had become a heady boomtown minting a new generation of 
hard-driving Texas oil barons. Its population exploded from 70,000 in 
1980 to 92,000 just three years later. There: were shimmering sky- 
scrapers, Lear jets, and Rolls-Royce dealerships. 

But in the eighties, as oil plummeted from $40 a barrel to $8, Mid- 
land’s boom gave way to unemployment lines, repo signs, and bankrupt- 
cies. In 1983, the First National Bank of Midland collapsed.” “Fear set 
in....” said Midland evangelical Mark Leaverton. “Marriages broke up. 
People started having pretty serious emotional problems. . . . It was a 
scary time for all of us. . . . People started asking questions.”” 

By the time Arthur Blessitt came to Midland, several of Bush’s friends 
had become born-again Christians, including two Midland oilmen 
named Don Poage and Jim Sale.” After preaching one night, Blessitt 
went over to Sale’s house with Poage and a few other followers. Before 
Blessitt left, Poage asked if they could pray together. Blessitt anointed 


*For an extended account of the unusual financial machinations at Arbusto, Spec- 
trum 7, and Harken, see the author’s House of Bush, House of Saud: The Secret Rela- 
tionship Between the World’s Two Most Powerful Dynasties, pp. 113-27. 
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him with Mazola oil because the Sales had no olive oil in their kitchen.” 
“I got down on the floor with him and a group of people,” Poage said in 
the 2004 documentary, With God on Our Side: George W. Bush and the 
Rise of the Religious Right. “We prayed a very powerful prayer for me. 
And... I felt big white lightning bolts coming out of my shoulders and 
even though I was on my knees, I felt like I was about three feet off the 
ground.”* 

Baptized as an Episcopalian in Connecticut, Bush had been a regular 
churchgoer his entire life, but for the most part he had just been going 
through the motions. As Stephen Mansfield reported in The Faith of 
George W. Bush, when a Midland pastor asked his congregation what a 
“prophet” was, Bush replied, “That’s when revenues exceed expendi- 
tures.” Obvious quips were more important to Bush than spiritual 
quest.” But when Bush heard about Poage’s encounter with Blessitt, he 
was so interested that a meeting was arranged.” 

So, on the afternoon of April 3, 1984, Blessitt and Sale went to the 
coffeeshop in the local Holiday Inn. Bush had already arrived,” and got 
straight to the point. “I didn’t bring up the subject of Jesus,” Blessitt 
recalled- “He did. That’s his personality.” 

“Arthur,” Bush said, “I did not feel comfortable attending the meet- 
ing, but I want to talk to you about how to know Jesus Christ and how 
to follow Him.” 

Stunned by Bush’s directness, Blessitt silently prayed, “Oh Jesus 
put your words in my mouth and lead him to understand and be saved.” 

Then he picked up the Bible and leaned forward. “What is your 
relationship with Jesus?” Blessitt asked.” 

“Tm not sure,” Bush replied. 

“Let me ask you this question. If you died this moment do you 
have the assurance you would go to heaven?” 

“No,” Bush said. 

“Then let me explain to you how you can have that assurance and 
know for sure that you are saved.” 

“Tike that.” 

Blessitt then quoted several verses on sin and salvation—from 
Matthew, Romans, Mark, and John. “The call of Jesus is for us to repent 
and believe!” he explained. “The choice is like this. Would you rather 
live with Jesus in your life or live without Him?” 

“With Him,” Bush replied. 

“Had you rather spend eternity with Jesus or without Him?” 

“With Jesus,” said Bush. 


THE PRODIGAL SON 85 


Blessitt told Bush that Jesus wanted to write his name in the Book of 
Life, and extended his hand. “I want to pray with you now,” he said. 

“Pd like that,” Bush replied. He joined hands with Sale and Blessitt. 
Then, Blessitt prayed a variation on the Sinner’s Prayer aloud, one 
phrase at a time, with Bush repeating after him: 


Dear God, I believe in you and I need you in my life. Have mercy on 
me as a sinner. Lord Jesus as best as I know how, I want to follow you. 
Cleanse me from my sins and come into my life as my Savior and 
Lord. I believe You lived without sin, died on the cross for my sins and 
arose again on the third day and have now ascended unto the Father. I 
love you Lord, take control of my life. I believe you hear my prayer. I 
welcome the Holy Spirit of God to lead me in Your way. I forgive 
everyone and ask You to fill me with Your Holy Spirit and give me love 
for all people. Lead me to care for the needs of others. Make my home 

in Heaven and write my name in Your book in Heaven. I accept the 
Lord Jesus Christ as my Savior and desire to be a true believer in and 
follower of Jesus. Thank you God for hearing my prayer. In Jesus’ 
name I pray.” 

The three men smiled. “It was a happy and glorious time,” said 
Blessitt. He explained to Bush exactly what had just happened. “Jesus 
has come to live within your heart,” he told Bush. “Your sins are for- 
Crenn mou aresaved. 2 | « You have xeceived etermal life. You Gre 
now the Child of God... . The Holy Spirit abides within you. ... You 
have become a new person.” 

Jim Sale was present during the entire discourse. “You can never tell 
what goes on in a man’s heart and soul,” he said.” “But the question was 
asked and answered.” George W. Bush had invited Christ into his life. 
“Why God chose to move in our president’s heart at that time, I don’t 
know,” Sale said. “I’m just glad he did.”* 

“A good and powerful day,” Blessitt wrote in his diary. “Led Vice 
President Bush’s son to Jesus today. George Bush Jr.! This is great! Glory 
to God.”* 


Bush was hardly alone with his newly found religiosity. Between 1976 
and 1998, the number of Americans who defined themselves as born- 
again evangelicals went from 34 to 47 percent.” The United States was 
defying the widely held assumption that societies become more secular 
as they become more modern.” Astoundingly, postwar baby boomers, 
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the generation of which Bush was a member but which was dominated 
by the sixties counterculture, were more likely than any other demo- 
graphic group to be born-again Christians.” Moreover, throughout the 
seventies and eighties, evangelicalism, which had been largely a middle- 
and lower-middle class phenomenon, became increasingly acceptable 
among the more affluent social classes. Wealthy oil men like Bush and 
his friends in Midland were evangelical Christians. 

None of which would have happened unless the evangelical church 
was able to fill real or perceived needs for tens of millions of Americans. 
As Robert Putnam documents in Bowling Alone: The Collapse and 
Revival of American Community, his account of the precipitous decline 
of community in postwar America, the social glue that held the United 
States together was disintegrating. In the generation after World War II, 
by any number of measurements— whether it was participation in bowl- 
ing leagues or labor unions, the Knights of Columbus or Kiwanis clubs, 
the League of Women Voters, 4-H Clubs, or the Veterans of Foreign 
Wars—civic engagement in the United States went into free fall. For 
tens of millions of Americans who lived in a world of bland suburban 
and exurban outposts and cookie-cutter shopping malls filled with fast- 
food outlets and faceless chain stores, the old-fashioned, homespun, 
small-town Leave /t to Beaver American culture had given way to the 
anonymity of the mass market. 

In a landscape ravaged by such alienation and isolation, the evangel- 
ical church increasingly provided both grand spectacles and a desperately 
needed source of community. “People are not looking for a friendly 
church as much as they are looking for friends,” wrote Rick Warren, 
pastor of Saddleback megachurch in Orange County, California, in The 
Purpose-Driven Church." “The average church member knows 67 peo- 
ple in the congregation. ... A member does not have to know everyone 
in the church in order to feel like it’s their church, but he or she does 
have to know some people.” 

“The modern megachurch* is like little towns in the Midwest that 
our parents and grandparents lived in two generations ago,” explained 
Ted Haggard, president of the National Association of Evangelicals 
until he was exposed in a gay prostitution scandal in 2006, in the HBO 
documentary Friends of God. “It’s about family.”” 

Millions of long-haired youths attended services each Sunday because 


* Megachurches are generally considered to be those churches that have at least two 
thousand weekly worshippers. 
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church officials created an elaborate, fully developed evangelical coun- 
terculture that utilized all the marketing tools of the modern world they 
abhorred. In effect, they were acting like MTV marketing execs for Jesus, 
creating Jesus Nation, a parallel universe that insulated believers from 
the temptations of sinful, ungodly, secular America. Whereas Ray 
Charles had turned gospel into “the devil’s music,” Christian rockers 
reversed the phenomenon and brought evangelical lyrics to secular 
tunes. As rock festivals swept the country, the first religious Woodstock, 
aka “Godstock,” brought nearly eighty thousand people to the Cotton 
Bowl in Dallas in 1972 for celebratory singing and sermons. That 
same year, Larry Norman’s “Why Should the Devil Have All the Good 
Music” became the first anthem for Christian rock. In the eighties, 
Amy Grant’s Christian pop won Grammy Awards and hit number 
one on the Billboard pop charts. And for hairspray heavy metal addicts 
in the eighties, Stryper (Salvation Through Redemption Yielding Peace) 
went platinum with its megahit “To Hell with the Devil.” 

There were Christian movie nights for the family and Christian 
“poker runs” for dad, Christian summer camps for the kids, and Chris- 
tian comic books, movies, and records for everyone. Instead of Disney 
World, evangelicals took the kids to Jim and Tammy Faye Bakker’s 
Heritage PTL (Praise the Lord), a 2,300-acre Christian theme park in 
Fort Mill, South Carolina, that reportedly drew up to six million visitors 
a year in its heyday. Likewise, the Holy Land Experience in Orlando, 
Florida, featured a replica of Herod’s Temple and a re-creation of the 
Jerusalem street where Jesus walked toward his crucifixion. 

To ensure that the next generation would not be polluted by secular- 
ist ideas, millions of fundamentalists homeschooled their children, and 
then sent them on to one of more than a hundred Christian colleges or 
universities* where they were taught that scientific phenomena that 
were taken for granted by the secular world, such as evolution or 
dinosaurs, were lies. “No one in our family read newspapers,” said one 
former evangelical, a young interior decorator who left her church in 
Yuba City, California, and eventually moved to New York. “Growing 
up, our only source of information was the pastor. We believed in what 
God had told him to say because we were children, and he was our shep- 


herd, and he had been chosen by God.”* 


* According to the Christian Council for Colleges and Universities, more than 900 
institutions in the United States are religiously affiliated, but only 102 are “intention- 
ally Christ-centered” educational institutions. 
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There were Christian singles groups, Christian marriage counseling, 
and ministries for singles, seniors, and the divorced—and countless 
Christian radio talk shows. Tim and Beverly LaHaye coauthored a 
bestselling marriage manual for Christians, The Act of Marriage, full of 
clinical tips on how to break the hymen, and other sage advice: 
“[C]unnilingus and fellatio have in recent years been given unwarranted 
publicity . . . [but] the majority of couples do not regularly use it as a 
substitute for the beautiful and conventional interaction designed by our 
Creator to be an intimate expression of love.”* 

For married evangelicals with more adventurous tastes, there were 
Christian “intimacy products” such as flavored Christian condoms 
(“Seven tasty flavors to choose from: Banana, chocolate, cola, grape, 
mint, strawberry and vanilla”),” edible Christian underwear, and Chris- 
tian “happy penis” massage cream.“ An online intimacy store for Chris- 
tians called Book 22* even offered sex aids such as the “Screaming O” 
Christian cock ring, a disposable vibrating ring for the penis designed to 
supply “dynamic stimulation to the clitoris,” and the “Double Humm 
Dinger,” with dual vibrating bullets designed to provide forty minutes 
of continual vibration. 

This profusion of evangelical consumer products had no small impact. 
As another former evangelical who moved to New York put it, “The 
marketing of moral Christian ideas sustains that culture. Going to a 
Christian store reinforces your identity as a Christian.” In other words, 
the New Christian Right had created its own subculture—a subculture 
with its own myths, its own language, its own heroes and villains and its 
own nonnegotiable political issues. In the sixties and early seventies, mil- 
lions of people who listened to Bob Dylan and smoked marijuana were 
overwhelmingly likely to be against the Vietnam War and Richard 
Nixon. Likewise, the strength of one’s “walk with Jesus” became an 
equally reliable gauge through which evangelical Christians distin- 
guished friend from foes of the pro-life movement or marriage- 
protection amendment. “The church played exactly the same role as the 
counterculture in the sixties,” the lapsed evangelical said. “Everything 
that happened in the church environment was a pale carbon copy of sec- 
ular culture. The pastor was the equivalent of a pop star or a TV star.” 
When it came to politics, he added, that meant that “you vote for that 
which reinforces your belief system rather than that which will help you 


*The twenty-second book of the Bible is the Song of Solomon, the most erotic 


book of the Bible. 
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economically. How you will appear in the eyes of the God you believe 
in—that’s your anchor.” 

All of which boded ill for any candidate who was uncomfortable with 
evangelicals but who had his eye on the White House, including Vice 
President George H.W. Bush. 


To help deal with the issue in the 1988 presidential campaign, Doug 
Wead, an adviser to the vice president who acted as a liaison to the reli- 
gious right, met with the candidate’s eldest son in Corpus Christi, Texas, 
in March 1987. Wead, an Assemblies of God evangelist who had been a 
motivational speaker for Amway,” had been writing a series of memos 
for Vice President Bush on building a relationship with the Christian 
Right. Unbeknownst to Wead, the vice president had forwarded them to 
his son. 

For young George, there was a certain irony in his father’s request for 
help. After all, his brother Jeb, though seven years younger, was the 
favorite son—and designated heir to the family’s political dynasty. “[His 
parents] felt [George W.] was too abrupt, and too unforgiving to be a 
politician,” Mickey Herskowitz said. “There was a side to him that was 
truly charming, and there was a side that was just a blank slate. [George 
H.W] said that Jeb would be the one in the family who would choose 
politics. Jeb, he felt, had the political gifts.”* 

Seasoned political operatives who had seen Jeb work for his father’s 
1980 presidential campaign, and later in the 1988 campaign, agreed. “I 
remember thinking how terrific he was, how charming he was, how 
earnest he came across, how honest—all these characteristics that as a 
political operative you look for in a candidate,” said Ron Kaufman, a 
Bush campaign aide. “There wasn’t a doubt in my mind that he had what 
it takes.”*! 

By contrast, whatever George W. did paled in comparison to his 
father’s accomplishments. Bush senior had become a millionaire after he 
cofounded Zapata Petroleum, but when George W. went into oil, even 


*A cultlike marketing company closely allied with Pentecostal and charismatic 
sects, Amway was sued in 1997 by Procter & Gamble, its gigantic corporate rival, 
which accused Amway of spreading the urban legend that P&G’s old “moon and 
stars” trademark represented the “666” identified in the Book of Revelation as the 
number of the beast. For many years, these false rumors have been spread by mass 
faxes, voice mails, and, more recently, e-mails, asserting that the head of P&G 
appeared on one talk show or another—Phil Donahue, Sally Jesse Raphael — proclaim- 
ing his company’s ties to Satan. 
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after getting help from relatives, family friends, and his father’s political 
cronies for investments, generous contracts, and magnanimous drilling 
concessions, three successive oil companies failed. “I’m all name and no 
money,” he moaned.” 

Even when he gave up alcohol, in 1986, and became a God-fearing 
family man, his father’s success still loomed over him. “He loved and 
adored his dad, but hated and resented being the other George Bush and 
having to live up to that résumé,” said Mickey Herskowitz. “The first 
time I ever brought up the relationship and what it was to live up to that 
name and the record his father had achieved over the decades, George W. 
said, ‘I don’t want to go there. All my life, all I’ve heard is, “What has the 
boy done on his own?”’”® 


Meanwhile, as the 1988 presidential campaign got under way, George 
H.W. Bush enjoyed the overwhelming advantages of being an incumbent 
vice president serving under a popular president. In the first major bat- 
tle of the primary season, the Iowa caucus in February, Bush faced Sen- 
ator Bob Dole and Representative Jack Kemp among others. Dole was 
widely seen as Bush’s most serious rival, but as it turned out he had 
another powerful adversary as well. The Christian Right had fielded its 
own candidate—televangelist Pat Robertson. 

Like Bush, Pat Robertson was the son of a U.S. senator— Willis 
Robertson,** a Democrat from Virginia—not to mention the great- 
great-grandson of President Benjamin Harrison. And, like Bush, he 
had gone to Yale—having graduated from Yale Law School in 1955. But 
that’s where the resemblance ended. Bush, of course, was an oil man; 
Robertson made his fortune by buying up FM radio stations at bargain- 
basement prices in the sixties, when they were considered worthless 
technology, and selling them later at huge profits. By the eighties, 
Robertson had his own TV network, the Christian Broadcasting Net- 
work, and hosted his own daily show, The 700 Club, which mixed “tra- 
ditional values” lifestyle advice with right-wing politics and Pentecostal 


*A Dixiecrat segregationist, Senator Willis Robertson was one of nineteen senators 
who signed the Southern Manifesto in 1956 condemning the U.S. Supreme Court’s 
milestone Brown v. Board of Education decision, which resulted in public school 
desegregation. When President Lyndon Johnson sent his wife, Lady Bird Johnson, to 
barnstorm the South for the Civil Rights Act and the Voting Rights Act, Senator 
Robertson refused to meet her. In retaliation, President Johnson worked to unseat 
Robertson in 1966 and succeeded. But Robertson went on to become one of the archi- 
tects of Richard Nixon’s highly successful Southern Strategy. 
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faith healing, enabling him to announce that viewers were being cured of 
cancer, liver problems, and, on one occasion, hemorrhoids.” Over time, 
his empire grew to include the Christian Coalition, Regent University 
(formerly CBN University), the Family Channel, several radio and 
television conglomerates, and the American Center for Law and Justice, 
an ultraconservative public interest law firm.* 

Robertson espoused a charismatic theology* unusual among his fel- 
low Southern Baptists. Moreover, he saw fundamentalists as an 
aggrieved people whose forefathers had founded America as a Christian 
nation, only to have it stolen away by liberals whom he compared to 
Nazis during the Holocaust. “Just like what Nazi Germany did to the 
Jews, so liberal America is now doing to the evangelical Christians,” 
Robertson said. “It’s no different. It is the same thing... . It is the 
Democratic Congress, the liberal-based media, and the homosexuals 
who want to destroy the Christians.”” 

Far from being just another evangelical preacher, Robertson believed 
it was time for fundamentalists to redress the grievances imposed on 
them by the secular elites. “The Constitution of the United States, for 
instance, is a marvelous document for self-government by the Christian 
people,” he said. “But the minute you turn the document into the hands 
of non-Christian people and atheistic people they can use it to destroy 
the very foundation of our society. And that’s what’s been happening.”* 

He claimed that the “separation of church and state in the Constitu- 
tion... isa lie of the Left.” He believed that only Christians and Jews 
should be allowed to hold public office. He decried feminism as “a 
socialist, anti-family political movement that encourages women to 
leave their husbands, kill their children, practice witchcraft, destroy cap- 
italism, and become lesbians.”® 

At times, as Michael Lind noted in the New York Review of Books, 
Robertson’s theories were rooted more in the world of far-right pop- 
ulism than in fundamentalist theology.“ Later, in The New World Order, 
for example, Robertson put forth an elaborate conspiracy theory about 
a satanic plot involving a secret society called the Illuminati, the Freema- 
sons, and wealthy Jewish bankers including the Rothschild family. He 
even asserted that Jimmy Carter and Vice President George Bush, 


*Though it is most typical of Pentecostal Christians, the charismatic movement is 
not confined to any single denomination. It refers to a wide range of manifestations of 
the supernatural “gifts of the Holy Spirit,” including speaking in tongues (glossolalia), 
faith healing, miracles, and prophesying. 
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among others, were “unwittingly carrying out the mission... of a 
tightly knit cabal whose goal is ... anew order for the human race under 
the domination of Lucifer.”” 

Such baroque hypotheses aside, Robertson was a savvy political 
organizer who began making low-profile visits to Iowa more than two 
years before its presidential caucus to recruit what he and his aides called 
“an invisible army.”® When Jeanne Pugh, a journalist with the St. Peters- 
burg Times, tried to attend a Robertson meeting, however, she was told 
that it was not open to the press—a highly unusual practice for a 
publicity-hungry political candidate. A photographer showed up, but he, 
too, was banned. “[It] soon became evident that the secret meetings had 
a definite objective: the recruitment of that invisible army,” Pugh wrote.“ 

Using organizations largely unheard of by the liberal elite, Robertson 
put together a stunningly effective under-the-radar operation. After 
contacting various people who attended the meetings, Pugh deter- 
mined that nearly all of them were associated with Concerned Women 
for America, the enormous anti-feminist organization headed by Bev- 
erly LaHaye.® Meanwhile, Tim LaHaye, who now headed the Ameri- 
can Coalition for Traditional Values (ACTV), had recruited “Bible 
believing” pastors and hundreds of like-minded campaign workers in 
each of the nation’s 435 congressional districts, registering millions of 
evangelicals in the process. 

As the Iowa campaign drew to a close in late January, Robertson sup- 
porters were instructed to tell pollsters that they might not attend or 
vote in a caucus. Since the pollsters included only likely voters, Robert- 
son fared poorly in the precaucus survey — thereby positioning himself 
to win a huge PR bounce for beating the expectations game.” Mean- 
while, billboards sprouted up around Iowa depicting a fetus in a womb 
accompanied by the words “Support those who will protect us: lowa 
caucuses, February 8.”” 

By late January, pundits widely predicted that the Iowa results would 
leave Vice President Bush with just one challenger, Kansas senator Bob 
Dole. The only real question seemed to be whether Jack Kemp would 
survive as a serious challenger. 

But when the caucus results came in on the night of February 8, 
1988, network newscasters were agog at the results. Bob Dole soundly 
thrashed Bush 37 to 19 percent, but that wasn’t the big story. The real 
news was that George H.W. Bush, an incumbent vice president under 
the most popular Republican president in decades, had come in third 
behind Pat Robertson. As the results were tallied, Peter Jennings and 
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David Brinkley, the coanchors for ABC News, were at a loss for words. 
How could a Bible Belt fundamentalist who engaged in the supernatu- 
ral practices of backwoods religious sects have beaten a scion of the East- 
ern establishment like Bush? 

Even more remarkable, Robertson, who had finished ahead of Bush 
in Michigan, the first GOP contest, continued to do so in Minnesota and 
South Dakota in late February.” “Robertson Burns Bush,” “Robertson 
Steals Show” read the headlines. Moderate, Old Guard Republicans 
were aghast. “The notion of a fundamentalist preacher playing a major 
role in national politics is abhorrent to large numbers of people, includ- 
ing a lot of mainline Christians,” Republican consultant John D. Dear- 
dourff told Business Week.” 

But slowly the truth sank in. The loyal, disciplined cadres working 
for Robertson constituted a powerful right-wing Christian political 
movement. “Robertson has perhaps the most powerful political 
machine in America,” said Bob Dole’s campaign chairman Bill Brock.” 

“(They are] well organized at the local level, loosely connected to 
other cells and to the movement’s independent leaders, highly moti- 
vated and intent on spreading their message,” explained David Harrell 
in a biography of Robertson. “Charismatics [are] masters of grass- 
roots organization. No group in American history has been better sit- 
uated to permeate the nation’s political system than charismatics.”” 

Neil Bush, the vice president’s middle son, had scorned Robertson 
supporters as “cockroaches” issuing “from the baseboards of the Bible- 
belt.””> Bush campaign aides called them “the aliens,” and both Vice 
President Bush” himself and his adviser Lee Atwater” shared those sen- 
timents. In the 1980 primaries, Bush had derided Reagan’s “Voodoo 
economics,” but, accommodating as ever, when he joined the team he 
eagerly embraced the same “supply side” policies he had once assailed. 
Now, in light of Robertson’s ascendancy, Vice President Bush had to 
embrace the Christian Right. 

Enter George W. Bush. His challenge—teaching his father how to win 
over evangelicals —was not an easy task. Try as he might, when evange- 
lists asked him trick questions designed to reveal whether or not he was 
really one of the flock, the elder Bush almost always stumbled. Once, the 
Washington Post reported, Bush expressed dismay that a good Muslim 
would be barred from heaven simply because he hadn’t accepted Christ. 
“I could see the color draining from [Jerry] Falwell’s face as he said to 
himself, ‘I can’t believe I’ve been out there promoting this guy,’” said a 
source who attended the meeting.” 
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But when George W. came in, Doug Wead, the campaign’s liaison to 
the religious right, said, “It was such a relief. I could see right away with 
this guy I wasn’t going to have to write twenty-page memos explaining 
what born-again means.” He impressed Wead with his ability to respond 
to theologically coded questions.” According to Wead, if asked what 
argument he would give to gain entry to Heaven, he would say “I know 
we're all sinners, but ve accepted Jesus Christ as my personal savior.”” 

Early on in the campaign, Wead saw young Bush in action with a First 
Assembly of God pastor in Iowa. “Junior knocked his socks off,” said 
Wead. “In five minutes he was blown away. It’s the way he talks, the 
humility in his voice. I’ve been to a thousand meetings with candidates 
and evangelicals and never have I seen them hit it off so instantly.”* 

“George W. Bush is an authentic evangelical,” he adds. “And evan- 
gelicals can know that in an instant. He can go into a room and within 
five minutes they will know he is the real deal.”*! 

Bush and Wead approached the evangelicals as the core of a new 
political base. “We had a memo produced called ‘Targets, and it was sev- 
eral hundred pages,” says Wead, “and it listed a thousand evangelical 
leaders from a cross section of the evangelical world.” The list included 
Tim and Beverly LaHaye, D. James Kennedy, Jimmy Swaggart, and 
countless others. “If there was a professor from Wheaton [the evangel- 
ical college in Illinois] who was a fan of C. S. Lewis [a favorite novelist 
of evangelicals], the Bush campaign would go out and buy an old Time 
magazine with C. S. Lewis on the cover and we’d get the VP to auto- 
graph it, and send it to the pastor.”® 

George W. was intoxicated by the heady taste of presidential politics. 
“There wasn’t much he believed in,” says a friend of the family. “It 
didn’t really matter to him what his father’s positions were on issues. 
He enjoyed the power he had as the gatekeeper. He enjoyed turning 
down people who wanted to speak to his father.” 

For the first time, his father depended on him, not vice versa. “I 
remember one meeting where we thoroughly prepped the vice presi- 
dent, and he had been in many sessions already,” said Wead. “He was 
very good, but we were with a group of evangelicals. They were really 
tough. They started peeling the onion back so fast that I thought, ‘Uh- 
oh.’ Finally, the vice president said, ‘Hey, fellas, you need to talk to my 
son. He’s a real born-again Christian.’ So the vice president was admit- 
ting, acknowledging that ‘I’m trying to learn this stuff; my son’s already 
ihere, e 

Throughout the rest of the campaign, Wead and young Bush relent- 
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lessly pursued one evangelical leader after another, including Jim Bakker, 
the televangelist and host of The PTL Club television program who 
became embroiled in a highly publicized sex scandal that year and a sub- 
sequent accounting scandal that led to his imprisonment. According to 
Don Hardister, Bakker’s bodyguard, Wead met frequently with Bakker 
to secure his endorsement of Bush, and even discussed the possibility of 
Bakker becoming a White House aide. (Wead has denied that the con- 
versation took place.) “Bakker would have been the new Billy Gra- 
ham,” Hardister told the Washington Post, “and he would have gotten [a 
new White House position] without any question.” An oversized 
autographed picture of Bush was displayed prominently in the lobby at 
Heritage USA, the PTL theme park. 

As a result of such machinations, Vice President Bush beat Robert- 
son handily in such Southern evangelical strongholds as South Carolina, 
Georgia, Kentucky, Texas, Virginia, and ten other states. He not only 
won the nomination, but when the 1988 general election came in 
November, he won 81 percent of the evangelical vote. He lost the Jew- 
ish vote by a huge margin. He lost the Hispanic vote. He lost the 
Catholic vote. Yet Bush beat Democratic nominee Michael Dukakis in 
a landslide. “So if you can win in a landslide and the only identifiable 
constituency is the evangelical Christian— whew!” said Wead.“ 

For their first night at the White House, George H.W. Bush and 
Barbara invited more than two dozen family members to sleep over. 
The five days of inaugural festivities were far more lavish than even Rea- 
gan’s. This was the Bush family’s moment of glory. It was also a note- 
worthy point from which to assess the Bush dynasty. How had it gotten 
this far? Where was it going? 

Pundits who observed the inauguration were quick to point out that 
the new president had made peace with Jerry Falwell” and Pat Robert- 
son.” But there were also signs that George H.W. Bush’s alliance with 
them was a matter of expediency more than conviction. “Ronald Reagan 
talked a lot about God,” noted Billy Graham, who gave the invocation. 
Asked why George Bush didn’t talk more about God, Graham 
explained, “Well, you see, he’s an Episcopalian.” 

In contrast to the evangelicals, the neoconservatives, who had sucha 
powerful presence in the Reagan administration, were virtually nowhere 
to be seen. With the Beach Boys playing at the Lincoln Memorial, a 
mariachi band at the Kennedy Center, and country music everywhere, 
the New York Times noted, the populist cultural fare was distinctly out 
of syne with “the sober elitism” they favored.” 
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But few seemed to be aware of what was the most important develop- 
ment of all. The prodigal son had redeemed himself at last. At a party 
sponsored by the huge Texas oil industry law firm, Baker Botts, young 
George and his wife, Laura, held forth as guests of honor, with him 
working the crowd, according to the Washington Post, “as if he were the 
candidate, with a slap on the back and a ‘thank yov’ for nearly anyone 
who approached.””! 

By delivering the Christian Right, George W. Bush had played a vital 
role in making his father president. To the old man, who thought of fun- 
damentalists as the product of a genetic disorder, the alliance was merely 
pragmatic. But to the son, it was very real. For most of his life, George 
W. Bush had been a failure, but now he was positioned to play a key role 
in the future. 


For his part, Pat Robertson had never expected the elder Bush to be an 
authentic voice for evangelicals. After the elections, he founded the 
Christian Coalition, the powerful political advocacy group comprised of 
fundamentalists, evangelicals, Catholics, Pentecostals, and other sects. 
During the week of President George H.W. Bush’s inauguration, Pat 
Robertson ran into Ralph Reed, a young Republican activist, still in his 
twenties, who had interned for Jack Abramoff* at the College Republi- 
can National Committee. Robertson instantly recruited Reed to run the 
day-to-day operations of the Christian Coalition. “The religious conser- 
vative movement had always gotten it backwards,” says Reed. “It always 
tried to leapfrog over the preliminary steps to political influence by, in 
one long bomb at the end of the game, trying to win the White House. 
By going twelve rounds with [Bush aides] Lee Atwater, and Charlie 
Black and Jim Baker and Ed Rollins, Pat Robertson got a Ph.D. in the 
political school of hard knocks. The days of kowtowing to Republican 
presidents had come to an end and it was now time to build a permanent 
separate grassroots structure.” 

As Reed saw it, unorthodox tactics were called for. “I want to be 
invisible,” he explained. “I do guerrilla warfare. I paint my face and 


*Touted by Time magazine as “The Man Who Bought Washington,” Abramoff, of 
course, was the most powerful lobbyist in the Republican congressional machine dur- 
ing the Bush-Cheney era. He won notoriety as the central figure in a lobbying scan- 
dal in which he and partner Michael Scanlon, a former aide to Tom DeLay, bilked 
Indian gambling interests out of an estimated $85 million by lobbying against their 
own clients in order to force them to pay for lobbying services. 
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travel at night. You don’t know it’s over until you’re in a body bag. You 
don’t know until election night. ”” 

Just as labor unions, long in decline, once served the Democratic 
Party, evangelical churches could serve as Republican political club- 
houses. Pastors became precinct captains for the Christian Right in a 
new Republican political machine.” “The mission of the Christian Coali- 
tion is simple,” Pat Robertson explained, “to mobilize Christians one 
precinct at a time, one community at a time, one state at time, until we 
are at the head and not the tail, at the top and not the bottom of our 
political system. We will develop the ability to elect majorities in the U.S. 
Congress and the legislatures in at least thirty states as well as the city 
councils, the city school boards, and other local bodies. As the Bible 
says, if God be for us, who can be against us.”” 

“If we execute this, in the coming ten years, we will be the most 
powertul force in American politics,” Ralph Reed promised.” To some 
of the more radical Christian leaders, that meant the wholesale “Chris- 
tianizing” of America—that is, the fulfillment of Puritan dreams by 
transforming the United States into a Christian theocracy. “It is domin- 
ion we are after,” said Presbyterian televangelist D. James Kennedy, pas- 
tor at Coral Ridge Presbyterian Church in Fort Lauderdale, Florida. 
“Not just equal time. It is dominion we are after. World conquest. 
That’s what Christ has commissioned us to accomplish. And we must 
never settle for anything less.”” 


a a 


Chr Tike SEVEN 


The Age of Unreason 


or years, George H.W. and Barbara Bush had thought about 

whether or not their eldest son could become heir to the Bush 
political dynasty. Usually, the answer had been no.' But in the 1988 
presidential campaign, after two decades of uncertainty, aimlessness, and 
failure, for the first time in his life, George W. Bush had accomplished 
a real, clearly defined mission. Thanks to his relationship with the 
Christian Right, he had made an invaluable contribution to his father’s 
campaign. 

After the election he sat down to chat with Doug Wead. “We were 
sitting in his office,” Wead recalled, “and we were talking about who on 
the staff is going to go to transition—who’s going to go to the inaugu- 
ral, who’s going to go to the White House. He sighed in the middle of 
that and said, “What’s going to happen to me?” 

Wead hadn’t thought about it. “You want me to do a memo on what 
happens to presidential kids?” he asked. 

fies.” 

After doing some research, Wead was staggered by the high rates of 
divorce, alcoholism, and early, tragic death. “If you’re a presidential son 
named after your father, it’s almost like a curse,” he said. “I mean, John 
Adams Jr. dies an alcoholic at thirty-one, and William Henry Harrison at 
thirty-five, and Andrew Johnson Jr. at twenty-six. . . . Calvin Coolidge Jr. 
is Only sixteen years old when he dies after an accident on the White 
House tennis courts.” 

It was clear to Wead why there was so much stress on presidential 
sons— particularly those named after their fathers. “People come up to 
them when they’re little kids and say, ‘Well, when are you going to run 
for president? ” Wead thought about what kind of president Bush 
would make. “He’s so decisive. He’s so adamant, so dogmatic—makes a 
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decision, never looks back... . I thought either he’d be terrific, or he’d be 
terrible. But he’d sure make news. There would be sparks.” 

Wead may have been unaware of it, but another important factor in 
the younger Bush’s future was that prevailing political forces were shift- 
ing directions. The pragmatic realism that helped put George H.W. 
Bush in the White House was about to encounter resistance from the 
powerful pressures that would later aid his son. 


On January 20, 1989, the elder George Bush officially moved into the 
White House. As former ambassador to the United Nations, liaison to 
the People’s Republic of China, and head of the CIA, he brought a 
wealth of foreign policy experience to the Oval Office. With his long- 
time friend James Baker as secretary of state, Brent Scowcroft as 
national security adviser, and, later, Colin Powell as chairman of the 
Joint Chiefs of Staff, Bush assembled an experienced and powerful 
team of policy makers who were deeply wedded to the realist school of 
foreign policy and determined to oversee the last days of the Cold 
War. 

Initially, Bush designated former senator John Tower, a conservative 
Republican, as secretary of defense. But after questions were raised 
about Tower’s ties to the defense industry, his personal relationships, 
and drinking problems, Bush appointed Dick Cheney (R-Wyo.), house 
minority whip, to the Pentagon’s highest post instead. Cheney was 
considerably more conservative, but he was seen as so genial and flex- 
ible that the New York Times praised his “vaunted pragmatism.” It was 
widely speculated that Brent Scowcroft, who had served with Cheney 
in the Ford administration, was a major proponent of his appoint- 
ment.° 

Because Cheney was liked by such Democrats as Sam Nunn, the 
chairman of the Senate Armed Services Committee, and Tennessee sena- 
tor Al Gore, his nomination sailed through Congress. But his cordial 
demeanor masked a ferocious partisanship and grandiose dreams of an 
extraordinarily powerful executive branch. Cheney, for example, saw 
the Watergate scandal as nothing more or less than a partisan political 
power struggle—and an attack on the executive branch of the govern- 
ment. “He claimed [the Watergate scandal] was just a political ploy by the 
president’s enemies,” said Bruce Bradley, a colleague of Cheney’s at the 
time.’ “Cheney saw politics as a game where you never stop pushing. He 
said the presidency was like one of those giant medicine balls. If you get 
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a hold of it, what you do is, you keep pushing that ball and you never let 
the other team push back.” * 


Bush, as vice president, and Baker, as chief of staff, had both played key 
roles in the Reagan administrations, but on no issue did they diverge 
more sharply from their predecessor than Israel. Rather than attempt to 
resolve the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, Reagan had refrained from pres- 
suring Israel for most of his administration, though he had initiated a 
dialogue with the Palestinian Liberation Organization (PLO) that began 
just as he was leaving office. Now that Bush and Baker were in charge, 
they put the Israeli-Palestinian conflict on the front burner. 

All presidents, of course, are subject to the larger forces of history. 
But when it came to the Israeli-Palestinian conflict, resolving the most 
intractable problem on earth also meant confronting biblical myths 
about what transpired between God and Abraham tour thousand years 
ago, myths that spoke to the most elemental questions of human exis- 
tence, salvation and redemption, the End of Days and Armageddon. 
Consequently, to understand the obstacles the Bush administration 
and, later, the Clinton administration encountered, to understand how 
the Christian Right came together with neoconservatives and the Israeli 
right and ultimately how they came to support George W. Bush and the 
Iraq War, a bit of history is in order. 

The Israeli-Palestinian conflict, of course, dated to the very creation 
of Israel and was gravely exacerbated by the Six-Day War in 1967, when 
Israel, fearing an imminent invasion, launched a preemptive strike against 
Egypt. Israel’s astonishing triumph over not just Egypt, but Jordan 
and Syria as well, allowed it to occupy vast stretches of new territory, 
including the Palestinian West Bank, Syria’s Golan Heights in the north, 
and, in the south, the Gaza Strip and the Sinai Peninsula up to the Suez 
Canal. Most of the world saw Israel’s victory as giving it the necessary 
bargaining chips to negotiate for a lasting peace that would also allow the 
Palestinians to return to the West Bank as their legitimate home.’ 


* Likewise, in 1987, when Congress investigated the Reagan administration’s Iran- 
contra scandal, Cheney was the crucial defender of the illegal U.S. foreign policy ini- 
tiatives conducted through privately funded back channels. Thanks to his leadership, 
not a single Republican congressman signed the investigating committee’s final report 
charging “secrecy, deception and disdain for law.” 

“Once the war started, Iraq, Saudi Arabia, Kuwait, and Algeria also contributed 
troops and arms to Arab forces. 
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But winning the peace wasn’t that simple. By occupying Palestinian 
territory, Israel had ripped open a wound that went back four thousand 
years. As Orthodox Jews and Christian evangelicals saw it, Israel had 
won back its birthright, the Holy Land—and it should never give back 
a single inch of land to the Palestinians. That’s what the Bible said, in 
Genesis 13:15, where God told Abraham: “I will give it to you and 
your descendants forever.”* This divine pledge, known among evangel- 
icals as the Abrahamic Covenant, embodied the ultimate impasse in the 
battle between modernism and fundamentalism. To those who accepted 
the Bible as the literal word of God, who saw the birth of Israel in 1948 
as a prelude to the return of the Messiah, who saw the Six-Day War in 
1967 as the further fulfillment of divine prophecy, God’s gift was irrev- 
ocable and eternal. 

As a result, the ongoing Israeli occupation of the West Bank and the 
Gaza Strip* was a fault line, a litmus test, an event that was transforma- 
tive not just to the millions of Palestinians who lived in apartheidlike 
squalor under Israeli rule, but to Israel itself, to the entire Middle East, 
and, in different ways, to American liberals, American Jews, and Chris- 
tian evangelicals. To most of the world, Israel had no right to occupy the 
Palestinians’ homeland. The Palestinians had been devastated. About 
one-quarter of the population of the West Bank, at least 200,000 Pales- 
tinians, had been forced into exile, angering more than a billion Muslims 
and tens of thousands of Islamic terrorists. Israel had violated interna- 
tional law. But to the Israeli Right, to Orthodox Jews, to neoconserva- 
tive policy makers—and to American fundamentalists — Israel had every 
right, divine or otherwise, to reclaim the Land of Israel— Eretz Yisra’el.? 


*Genesis, of course, is one of the first five books (i.e., the Pentateuch) in the 
Torah, the Hebrew bible. Orthodox Jews believe that its laws are divine and were 
translated by God to Moses, and are immutable. Therefore, it is not surprising that 
Orthodox Judaism and evangelical Christianity should hold similar beliefs with 
regard to Israel as the Promised Land. 

"The West Bank consists of the biblical lands of Judea and Samaria on the west bank 
of the Jordan River. By 2006, its population had grown to include about 2.5 million 
Palestinians and 260,000 Israeli settlers and another 185,000 Israelis in East Jerusalem. 
The Gaza Strip is about 25 miles long and 4 to 7.5 miles wide, bordered by the 
Mediterranean Sea on the west, Israel to the north and east, and Egypt to the south- 
west, with a population of about 1.4 million Palestinians. 

‘The term “Land of Israel” or Eretz Yisra’el, is derived from the Hebrew bible, and 
is most often interpreted as referring to part of the Abrahamic Covenant in Genesis, 
15:18-21, in which God promises Abraham: “To your descendants I have given this 
land, from the river of Egypt as far as the great river the Euphrates.” When the 
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To many American Jews, this last part of the equation—the idea that 
Christian evangelicals were among the strongest supporters of hard-line 
Israelis —was particularly vexing. After all, the notion that Bible- 
thumping fundamentalists were now best friends with the Jews was a bit 
hard to swallow, especially in light of their long history of anti- 
Semitism.’? More than a century earlier, evangelical theologian Arno 
Gaebelein had written that “there is nothing so vile on earth as an apos- 
tate Jew.” In the twenties and thirties, evangelists from Billy Sunday" to 
Gerald Winrod” expressed affinities with the Ku Klux Klan, the Nazis, 
and Adolf Hitler.” And in more recent times, Billy Graham* shared anti- 
Semitic asides with Nixon during the Watergate scandal; Bailey Smith, 
president of the Southern Baptist Convention, avowed that “God 
Almighty does not hear the prayer of a Jew”; and Pat Robertson 
churned out anti-Semitic tales about scheming Jewish bankers and the 
like in his book The New World Order. 

Yet theologically, both American evangelicalism and Israel shared 
deep roots in history that could be traced back to a shared strain of 


Israeli Right refers to the land of Israel, it is generally referring to the area between the 
Mediterranean Sea and the Jordan River, including the West Bank and Gaza. 

*Richard M. Nixon’s Watergate tapes reveal that in 1972, Nixon, Billy Graham, 
and White House Chief of Staff H. R. Haldeman had a conversation in the Oval 
Office in which the Jews were targets: 


BILLY GRAHAM: “This [Jewish] stranglehold has got to be broken or the country’s 
going down the drain.” 

RICHARD NIXON: “You believe that?” 

GRAHAM: “Yes, sir.” 

NIXON: “Oh, boy. So do I. I can’t ever say that but I believe it.” 

GRAHAM: “No, but if you get elected a second time, then we might be able to do 
something.” 

GRAHAM: “By the way, [Time magazine editor in chief} Hedley Donovan has 
invited me to have lunch with [the Time magazine] editors.” 

HALDEMAN: “You better take your Jewish beanie.” 

GRAHAM: “Is that right? I don’t know any of them now.... A lot of Jews are great 
friends of mine. . . . They swarm around me and are friendly with me because 
they know that I’m friendly with Israel. But they don’t know how I really feel 
about what they are doing to this country.” 

NIXON: “You must not let them know.” 

‘At times, Falwell himself had smiled upon anti-Semitism among his parishioners. 

“I know a few of you here today don’t like Jews, and I know why,” he told them in 
1979. “[The Jew] can make more money accidentally than you can on purpose... still 
the Jews were the apple of God’s eye.” 
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Christian Zionism that first flourished in sixteenth-century England, and 
has continued to wax and wane over the centuries. Without it, neither 
Israel nor the neocons would have existed at all—and America would 
have been very different indeed. Astoundingly, discussions of this pow- 
erful historic force have been virtually taboo in the United States.* 

Among English Puritans, the first stirrings of Christian Zionism 
began around 1585, when Anglican clergyman Thomas Brightman, in 
Apocalypsis Apocalyseos, wrote that only after the Jews returned to 
Palestine would a series of prophetic events unfold that would lead to the 
return of Jesus.“ This marked the beginning of a powerful philo-Semitic 
doctrine that posited that the Jews were God’s Chosen People, and as 
such were key players in the messianic drama of the Second Coming of 
Christ. 

Even though its proponents were excommunicated and burned at the 
stake, Christian Zionism survived in England,” and in 1621, a prominent 
member of Parliament named Sir Henry Finch proposed the Jewish 
settlement of Palestine in order to fulfill biblical prophecy and facilitate 
the Second Coming of Christi” More than two hundred years later, in 
1839, Anthony Ashley Cooper, seventh Earl of Shaftesbury, a conserva- 
tive evangelical member of Parliament, argued “[T]he Jews must be 
encouraged to return [to Palestine] in yet greater numbers and become 
once more the husbandman of Judea and Galilee.” Like many Ameri- 
can evangelicals more than a century later, Shaftesbury, a follower of 
John Nelson Darby,” cited Genesis 12:3? as a rationale for his cause, 
arguing that God would favor England if England supported the return 


* An August 2007 search of the LexisNexis database shows that the term Christian 
Zionism has never appeared in the New York Times in the three decades the Times has 
submitted articles to the database. 

‘In America, the Christian Zionist impulse that was so powerful among the English 
Puritans who settled the country did not die out entirely and was revived in the sec- 
ond half of the nineteenth century with the arrival of John Nelson Darby. In 1891, 
William E. Blackstone, a disciple of Darby, finally put together the first major Zion- 
ist lobbying effort in the United States by bringing together J. P. Morgan, John D. 
Rockefeller, Charles B. Scribner, and other financiers to persuade President Ben- 
jamin Harrison to support —unsuccessfully, as it turned out—the establishment of a 
Jewish state in Palestine. But that was not the end of it. In August 1897, Blackstone 
journeyed to Basel, Switzerland, where he told Austrian journalist Theodor Herzl, 
who later became the father of political Zionism, that if he lobbied for the establish- 
ment of a Jewish state in Palestine, the “Christian nations” of the West would come to 
his aid. Ultimately, that meant England. 

*”T will bless those who bless you and through you will all the nations of the earth 


be blessed.” 
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of the Jews to the Holy Land. Ultimately, Shaftesbury successtully lob- 
bied for the appointment of a British vice-consul in Jerusalem whose 
duties included “protection of the Jews” and lived to see Parliament 
authorize an Anglican bishopric in Jerusalem in 1843.” In describing 
Jews as “a people with no country for a country of no people,” Shaftes- 
bury effectively coined the slogan later used in a slightly different form 
by early Zionist leader Theodor Herzl.” 

By the time World War I broke out, Christian Zionism, sometimes 
known as Gentile Zionism, had become a vital movement in England, a 
biblically rooted messianic dream that was finally being transformed into 
political reality. One of the key figures behind its ascendancy was Chaim 
Weizmann, a young chemist* at Manchester University who met 
Charles Prestwick Scott, the powerful editor of the Manchester 
Guardian and one of the great figures in British journalism, in 1914.* By 
converting Scott to Zionism, Weizmann, who many years later became 
the first president of Israel, thereby secured the support of one of the 
most influential newspapers in the country. Soon the Guardian’s chief 
military correspondent was writing dispatches asserting that “the whole 
future of the British Empire as a Sea Empire” depended on Palestine’s 
being inhabited by Jews.” 

In addition, Scott introduced Weizmann to Prime Minister David 
Lloyd George. Like many Christian evangelicals in America today, David 
Lloyd George was a premillennial dispensationalist.“° Having served as 
the British attorney for Zionist pioneer Theodor Herzl,” Lloyd George 


*Weizmann became famous for discovering how to use bacterial fermentation to 
produce sought-after substances such as acetone, which was used in cordite explosives 
that were essential to the Allied effort in World War I. 

"As David Fromkin writes in his prophetically titled history of the era, A Peace to 
End All Peace: The Fall of the Ottoman Empire and the Creation of the Modern Mid- 
dle East, Herzl was the Paris correspondent for a Viennese newspaper who paid little 
attention to his Jewish background until the anti-Semitism of the Dreyfus Affair 
persuaded him that the world’s Jews desperately needed a homeland. By the beginning 
of the twentieth century, however, Herzl realized that the Ottoman empire was not 
going to make Palestine available, and began to look elsewhere. To help him accom- 
plish his mission, Herzl hired a politically connected lawyer, David Lloyd George, and 
finally got the British government to offer an alternative homeland in British East 
Africa—i.e., Uganda. In 1903, Herzl even managed to get the World Zionist Congress 
to approve the idea of settling in Uganda as “a way station” on the road to the 
Promised Land. There was just one problem: no one really wanted to move to 
Uganda. Herzl died in 1904. With the end of World War I and the fall of the Ottoman 
empire, Palestine finally fell into British control and the Zionist dream began to be 
realized. 
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was already deeply involved in the Zionist project, and when he became 
prime minister in 1916, he took on C. P. Scott as his most trusted politi- 
cal adviser” and Arthur Balfour, another Christian Zionist and a former 
prime minister himself, as foreign secretary. By the end of World War I, 
Zionists held powertul positions in the British government and media, 
and the realization of the Zionist dream was a real possibility. 

In May 1916, British diplomat Mark Sykes,*” also a Christian Zion- 
ist, and his French counterpart, François Georges-Picot, hammered out 
what became known as the Sykes-Picot Agreement in which they essen- 
tially divvied up the spoils of the disintegrating Ottoman empire into 
their respective spheres of influence. A year later, on November 2, 1917, 
Great Britain took the first historic step that would ultimately lead to the 
birth of Israel when Balfour wrote Lord Rothschild a short letter that 
became known as the Balfour Declaration of 1917, asserting that His 
Majesty’s government viewed “with favor the establishment in Palestine 
of a national home for the Jewish people, and will use their best endeav- 
ours to facilitate the achievement of this object.” 

From its roots in sixteenth-century Puritan England to the ascen- 
dancy of Christian Zionists to top posts in the media and the govern- 
ment, the Christian Zionist—Jewish alliance in World War I England 
shared striking similarities with and, in many ways, prefigured the 
American evangelical-neocon alliance more than eighty-five years later 
that fought the land-for-peace settlement to the Israeli-Palestinian con- 
flict. In addition, Britain’s intentions, just like America’s today, were not 
confined to fulfilling the messianic dreams of Christian Zionists or find- 
ing a secure homeland for the Jews. After all, this was the period of the 
Raj, the British rule of India. Zionist ideals meshed conveniently with 
Britain’s imperial ambitions, the increasing importance of Middle East 
oil, and the idea of establishing a Jewish state as a crucial strategic land 
bridge to India, the “Jewel of the Crown.” 

In other words, these noble religious ideals all just happened to serve 


*Even though Sykes died in 1919 of the Spanish flu, his greatest gift to mankind 
may yet come to pass. In 2007, his body was exhumed in hopes of extracting DNA 
samples of the Spanish flu virus that killed him and 50 million other people. Because 
the modern bird flu virus is thought to have a similar genetic structure, scientists hope 
the samples can be used to develop a vaccine to ward off the disease. Sykes’s body was 
preserved in a lead-lined coffin, giving virologists reason to believe that genetic sam- 
ples may have been preserved as well. Said his grandson, Christopher Simon Sykes: “It 
is rather fascinating [to think] that maybe even in his state as a corpse, he might be 
helping the world in some way.” 
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British interests in what was known as “the Great Game,” Britain’s 
never-ending struggle throughout the nineteenth century and into the 
twentieth to maintain lines of transport, communication, and trade that 
were essential to its global empire. It was a kingdom so vast that Britain 
had to prop up one floundering Islamic fiefdom after another against 
various European foes, especially Russia. As George Curzon, the 
viceroy of India put it, “Turkestan, Afghanistan, Transcaspia, Persia—to 
many these names breathe only a sense of utter remoteness. . . . To me, I 
confess, they are the pieces on a chessboard upon which 1s being played 
out a game for dominion of the world.”*” 

Just because the British rulers were Zionist did not mean they had 
much regard for those who would be most affected by the Zionist 
cause. In a letter about the proposal for the new Jewish state, former 
prime minister Herbert Henry Asquith wrote about Lloyd George’s 
feelings toward Jews: “Curiously enough, the only other partisan of this 
proposal is Lloyd George, who, I need not say, does not care a damn for 
the Jews.”**! 

In addition, in the process of carving up the Middle East and assign- 
ing spheres of influence to various Western powers, the British conve- 
niently overlooked another deeply concerned party — namely, the 
millions of Arabs who lived there. Indeed, as details of the partition of 
Palestine were hammered out at the Paris Peace Talks of 1919, Lord Bal- 
four voiced his distress at the notion that Muslims should participate in 
the discussions. “I am quite unable to see why Heaven or any other 
Power should object to our telling the Moslem what he ought to think,” 
Ine Sara? 

“In Palestine, we do not propose even to go through the form of con- 
sulting the wishes of the mea inhabitants of the country... .” Balfour 
added in a speech that year. “Zionism, be it right or wrong, cont or bad, 
is... of far profounder import than the desires and prejudices of 
700,000 Arabs who now inhabit that ancient land.”” 

Balfour’s sentiments foreshadowed the conflicts that would haunt the 
Middle East for generations to come, beginning with one wave of Jews 
after another immigrating to Palestine, usually accompanied by violent 


*Not everyone agreed with Asquith’s assessment. In Two Studies in Virtue, 
Christopher Sykes, whose father, Mark Sykes, drafted the Sykes-Picot Agreement that 
dismantled the Ottoman empire, takes issue with the former prime minister’s charac- 
terization of Lloyd George as anti-Semitic: “The contrary would have been much 
closer to the truth. Lloyd George cared intensely for the Jews; his devotion to them 
was one of the consistent things in his bewilderingly various nature.” 
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clashes with Arabs. With the rise of Nazism in the thirties and, later, the 
Holocaust, British authorities tried to restrict Jewish immigration, but 
the floodgates had opened. From 1922 to 1945, the Jewish population in 
the region increased from 83,790 to 608,230.™ 

With the end of World War II, revelations about the Holocaust fueled 
the Zionist impulse to create a Jewish nation in the land of Israel. Jewish 
immigration to Palestine increased, as did Arab-Jewish violence. The 
British decided to abandon the Palestine Mandate, the United Nations 
General Assembly partitioned the territory into two states, one Jewish, 
one Arab, and in 1948, the state of Israel was proclaimed. Egypt, Iraq, 
Jordan, Lebanon, and Syria immediately declared war on the infant 
state, and the ensuing 1948 Arab-Israeli War resulted in more than 
700,000 Palestinian refugees and the creation of the most intractable con- 
flict in contemporary history. 

To Christian evangelicals in America, however, Israel’s birth in 1948 
was nothing less than the fulfillment of their millennial dreams. “I 
consider it the greatest event, from a prophetic standpoint, that has 
taken place... perhaps since 70 A.D. when Jerusalem was destroyed,” 
said premillennialist Louis Talbot of the Bible Institute of Los Angeles.” 
The Institute’s monthly magazine, the King’s Business, predicted that 
Israel’s birth would lead to “the appearance of the greatest Jew of all 
time, the Lord Jesus Christ.”* 


To most Americans in the modern era, however, the shared roots of 
Israelis and Christian Zionists were ancient history. “The Bible said 
Christians should be supportive of Israel,” explained Rabbi Yechiel 
Eckstein, an Orthodox rabbi who founded the International Fellowship 
of Christians and Jews to harness support from evangelicals. “But were 
they willing to translate that into realpolitik?”” 

The answer began to emerge in 1977 after Jimmy Carter became the 
first American president to assert that “Palestinians deserve a right to 
their homeland.” It was Carter, of course, who oversaw the historic 
Camp David Accords in which Egyptian president Anwar Sadat and 
Israeli prime minister Menachem Begin agreed to Israel’s withdrawal 
from the Sinai and its restoration to Egypt in return for normal diplo- 
matic relations with Egypt and guarantees of freedom of passage 
through the Suez Canal. 

Camp David was a historic and lasting step forward, and as such rep- 
resented a strong case for the land-for-peace initiatives. But there was 
still no resolution to Israel’s occupation of the West Bank and Gaza 


THE AGE OF UNREASON 109 


Strip, and Carter soon reached an impasse with Begin because the latter 
was intent upon expanding Israeli settlements in the West Bank and 
flouting Carter’s attempt to resolve the Israeli-Palestinian conflict with 
a two-state solution. 

Israel had long been close to liberal Democrats in the United States, 
but now Prime Minister Begin sought new allies. A romantic national- 
ist and a serious biblical scholar who pointedly referred to the West Bank 
by its biblical names of Judea and Samaria, he reached out to American 
evangelicals who were finally emerging from their fifty-year-long polit- 
ical hibernation. “The prime minister said a person who has got the Bible 
in his home and reads it and believes it cannot be a bad person,” recalled 
Yechiel Kadishai, who served as Begin’s longtime aide and closest confi- 
dante. “He said the evangelicals have to know that we are rooted in this 
piece of land. There should be an understanding between us and them.”* 

One of the first people Begin sought out was Jerry Falwell, who had 
just begun to achieve national recognition and who saw the birth of 
Israel as the fulfillment of biblical prophecy. “It was obvious to me, 
beginning with the birth of the Israeli state, in 1948, and the Six-Day 
War, in 1967, that God was bringing his people back home,” Falwell said 
in a 2005 interview. “So I came to believe that it was in America’s best 
interest to be a friend of Israel... . If America blessed the Jew, Israel in 
particular, God would bless America.” On the wall behind him was a 
framed front page from the Palestine Post, dated May 16, 1948, with the 
headline “State of Israel Is Reborn.” 

“Long before I became a political activist,” Falwell added, “I had 
been taught that the Abrahamic Covenant— Genesis 12 and Genesis 
15—was still binding, where God told Abraham that I will bless them 
that bless you and curse them that curse you. I later came to believe that 
Israel is America’s best friend in that part of the world.”* 

He and Begin got along famously. In 1980, Begin presented Falwell 
with the prestigious Jabotinsky* Award, making him the first gentile to 
receive it. He gave Falwell’s ministry a private jet. Then, in June 1981, 
not long after President Ronald Reagan and Vice President George 
H.W. Bush took office, the prime minister called Falwell to give him 
advance notice about a historic event. “Tomorrow you're going to read 


*Falwell is citing Genesis 12:3. 

*Ze’ev (Vladimir) Jabotinsky, for whom the award is named, was a founder of the 
Revisionist Zionist movement in the twenties who sought to turn Palestine into a Jew- 
ish state based on the British model. 
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some strong things about what we are going to do,” Begin told him. “But 
our safety is at stake. I wanted you, my good friend, to know what we 
are going to do.”* 

More specifically, Prime Minister Begin was concerned because the 
United States had supplied Israel with F-16s and other arms on the con- 
dition that they be used only for defensive purposes, and Israel was 
about to use them for a preemptive strike. Before the end of the conver- 
sation, however, Falwell assured Begin of his support. “Mr. Prime Min- 
ister,” he said, “I want to congratulate you for a mission that made us 
very proud that we manufacture those F-16s.”" 

The next day, Israeli bombers knocked out the Osirak nuclear reactor 
in Iraq, thereby demolishing Saddam Hussein’s nuclear weapons pro- 
gram. “Sure enough, they put one down the chimney,” said Falwell.” 

Inside the Reagan White House, however, the attack was not well 
received. After all, Israel had violated the stipulation that the F-16s were 
to be used only for defensive purposes. “Reagan went around the room 
and asked each of us our opinion on the Osirak raid,” recalled Alexan- 
der Haig, then secretary of state.* “I remember [Vice President] Bush 
and then [chief of staff James] Baker making it very clear that they 
thought Israel needed to be punished.” 

But that didn’t matter as much now. Because Prime Minister Begin 
had touched base with Falwell, Israel had plenty of political cover on 
the American right. 


At the same time, even though the world appeared to be dominated by 
modernism, a fundamentalist backlash began taking place all over the 
globe. In 1979, the entire Western world had been stunned by the top- 
pling of the shah of Iran, Reza Pahlavi, the autocratic but pro-West 
guardian of the Persian Gulf, who gave way to the Islamist revolution 
led by Ayatollah Ruhollah Khomeini. How was it possible that oil- 
rich Iran—the most powerful country in the Middle East, with access to 
all the temptations of the liberal, secular, Western world—had cast aside 
all those freedoms and all that wealth and reverted to Islamic dress, 
medieval ideals, and a fundamentalist Islamic revolution to transform 
Iran into a theocratic society ruled by Sharia, Islamic law, based on the 
Koran? Secular elites in energy-dependent America and Europe were 
staggered that atavistic faith had trumped the post-Enlightenment values 
of reason. 

Meanwhile, the Age of Unreason was dawning not just with Islamist 
fundamentalists in the Middle East, but with Christian fundamentalists 
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and Orthodox Jews as well. Both the United States, the citadel of post- 
Enlightenment Jeffersonian democracy, and Israel, the only democracy 
in the Middle East, had powerful political blocs that were deeply com- 
mitted to implementing the rule of God rather than the rule of reason. In 
the United States, Jerry Falwell and the Moral Majority, Pat Robertson 
and the Christian Coalition, and thousands of pastors had begun leading 
tens of millions of people in a new but powerful political movement bat- 
tling humanist values— fighting the evils of abortion, permissive sex, 
drug use, and “the homosexual agenda.” Likewise, in Israel, hundreds of 
thousands of Orthodox Jews had settled in the biblical lands of Judea 
and Samaria and were fighting to win control of the Holy Land in clear 
violation of international law — because the Bible said it had been given 
to them by God. 

In 1982, Falwell brought more than three dozen evangelical leaders 
from the Moral Majority to Israel to foster ties between it and American 
evangelicals.“ He cultivated personal friendships and political alliances 
with Menachem Begin, Benjamin Netanyahu, and Ariel Sharon.” Israel 
gave multimillion-dollar grants to Falwell’s Liberty University, enabling 
him to bring as many as three thousand students at a time from Liberty 
University to tour the Holy Land.* 

Other evangelicals followed suit. Prime Minister Begin reached out to 
David Lewis, an Assemblies of God evangelist, to initiate package tours 
for American evangelicals.” The International Christian Embassy of 
Jerusalem, a Christian Zionist organization with no diplomatic standing, 
set up shop in the holy city with the intention of providing evangelical 
support to the Israeli government.** New travel agencies sponsored 
Bible Prophecy Tours.” Bible tourism soared. 

Troubled by the fact that many American Jews looked askance at 
evangelical Christians, in 1983, Rabbi Eckstein® founded the Fellowship 
to bridge the gaps between the two groups and to support Israel. In 
1984, he joined with Pat Robertson and Jerry Falwell in celebrating the 
first annual Day of Christian and Jewish Solidarity with Israel. Eckstein 
brought Congressman Tom DeLay (R-Tex.), a self-professed Christian 
Zionist who later became House majority leader; Ralph Reed; and other 
leaders of the Christian Right into the fold.” James Dobson of Focus on 
the Family; Gary Bauer, who later became president of Family Research 
Council; and key figures in the Moral Majority and the Christian Coali- 
tion joined. “They began getting their hands dirty,” Eckstein said.” 

Soon Eckstein found support for the alliance in the Oval Office, 
where even President Ronald Reagan expressed Christian Zionist senti- 
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ments. “You know,” Reagan told Tom Dine, executive director of the 
powerful Israeli lobbying group, the American Israel Public Affairs 
Committee (AIPAC), “I turn back to your ancient prophets in the Old 
Testament and the signs foretelling Armageddon, and I find myself won- 
dering if we’re the generation that’s going to see that come about.”® 

In March 1984, the Reagan White House brought together top Likud 
lobbyists from AIPAC, various State Department officials, and about 
150 Christian fundamentalist leaders including Falwell, Pat Robertson, 
bestselling End Times novelist Hal Lindsey (The Late Great Planet 
Earth),* televangelists Jim and Tammy Faye Bakker, Jimmy Swaggart, 
and Tim and Beverly LaHaye.* 

Since there are roughly ten times as many evangelicals in America as 
Jews, Israel welcomed the political support. “Israel’s relationship with 
America can’t be built only on the AIPAC and the 2.5 percent of the 
population in America who are Jews,” said Benny Elon, leader of the 
right-wing National Union, former tourism minister, and a frequent 
guest of the Christian Coalition in the United States.** 

“When Israel enjoys support because we are the land of the Bible, 
why should we reject that?” asked Uzi Arad, former national security 
affairs adviser to Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu and head of the 
Institute for Policy and Strategy, a think tank in Herzilya, Israel.* 
“Whether it is because of expediency or because we are soul mates, each 
side offers the other something they want. And the evangelicals are a 
political force to be reckoned with in America.” 

American lobbyists for Israel, well aware that most American Jews 
were secular liberals, embraced the evangelicals, albeit somewhat reluc- 
tantly. “Sure, these guys give me the heebie jeebies,” said Lanny Davis, 
head of research for AIPAC, in a moment of candor. “But until I see 
Jesus coming over the hill, I’m in favor of all the friends Israel can get.”” 

But other Jews, such as Gershom Gorenberg, a Jerusalem-based jour- 
nalist, cautioned against embracing Christian fundamentalists who yearn 
for the Battle of Armageddon.” “This is incredibly dangerous to Israel,” 
said Gorenberg, the author of The End of Days: Fundamentalism and 
the Struggle for the Temple Mount, a chronicle of messianic Christians 


* Arguably the bestselling book of the entire decade, The Late Great Planet Earth 
was published in fifty-four languages, sold more than 35 million copies, and was the 
precursor in apocalyptic blockbuster fiction to LaHaye and Jenkin’s Left Behind 
series. 

‘According to the 2006 American Jewish Yearbook population survey, there are 6.4 
million Jews in the United States, approximately 2.1 percent of the total population. 
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and Jews and their struggle with Muslim fundamentalists over the Tem- 
ple Mount. “They’re not interested in the survival of the State of Israel. 
They are interested in the Rapture, in bringing to fruition a cosmic 
myth of the End Times, proving that they are right with one big bang. 
We are merely actors in their dreams.”” 

Few realized it, but one of the most profound consequences of the 
Israeli-Arab conflict was that it had created this unlikely and rarely 
examined but nonetheless historic alliance between evangelical Chris- 
tians, the Israeli right, and neoconservative policy makers—an alliance 
that ultimately would have enormous power in domestic American 
politics. This was to be a relationship that stretched from the most 
sacred sites in the Holy Land to the deepest recesses of the Bible Belt; 
from the Orthodox Jewish settlements in Judea and Samaria to the 
world of NASCAR dads and megachurches; from the Knesset in 
Jerusalem to the Thomas Road Baptist Church in Lynchburg, Virginia; 
from powerful pro-Israeli lobbying groups such as the American Israel 
Public Affairs Committee to neoconservative think tanks such as the 
American Enterprise Institute to the White House. 


So these were the potent forces with which George H.W. Bush and 
James Baker had to contend if they were to tackle the Israeli question. In 
mid-March 1989, just six weeks into the new administration, Secretary 
of State Baker asserted that Israel had to negotiate with the PLO Two 
weeks later, he urged Israel to withdraw troops from the Palestinian ter- 
ritories it occupied on the West Bank and the Gaza Strip.” Israel, he said, 
must “lay aside, once and for all, the unrealistic vision of the greater 
lisevelee 

Israeli prime minister Yitzhak Shamir, a leader of the right-wing 
Likud Party, was livid. At an April 6 appearance before the American 
Enterprise Institute in Washington, Shamir told neoconservatives that he 
was rejecting the Bush administrations requests.” Israel would not end 
its occupation of the West Bank and Gaza. Shamir said that the policy of 
trading land for peace—that is, returning the Palestinian land Israel 
conquered in the 1967 war in return for political recognition and a 
promise of peace—“is a deception.”* “If we leave,” he asserted, “there 
will almost certainly be war.” 

Deteriorating relations with Israel were not the only problem the 
Bush White House faced in the Middle East. By early 1990 there were 


*Shamir’s written text called it a “hoax.” 
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signs that Saddam Hussein, the brutal Iraqi dictator, was becoming a 
serious regional threat.“ Three months later, those fears were realized 
when Iraqi troops invaded Kuwait, precipitating the Gulf War. 

Bush 41’s Middle East policy had been far from flawless — especially 
when it came to his generous treatment of Saddam. After all, the United 
States had supported the brutal Iraqi dictator for seven full years during 
the Reagan-Bush era after learning he had weapons of mass destruction. 
As the evidence of Saddam’s ruthlessness mounted during the Iran-Iraq 
War, the United States publicly condemned Saddam, but secretly con- 
tinued to fund him, provided him with detailed plans for battles, air 
strikes, and even allowed him to obtain pathogenic material that could 
potentially be used for biological warfare. In 1986, as vice president, 
Bush had even made a secret trip to the Middle East to convey strategic 
military intelligence to Saddam. And when he became president, Bush 
continued to give Saddam even more aid.* All of which had been done 
to help Iraq provide a counterweight to Iran’s growing influence in the 
region. This disastrous policy resulted in countless deaths among the 
Iranians and Kurds, and led to Iraq’s invasion of Kuwait, thereby 
demonstrating the limits of a policy of ruthless pragmatism. 

Now that he was president, however, and the Iraqi dictator had 
shown his hand, Bush finally saw Saddam as the increasingly dangerous 
monster the United States helped to create. Working closely with 
National Security Adviser Brent Scowcroft, Secretary of State James 
Baker, and Chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff Colin Powell, Bush 
and his foreign policy team assiduously stroked both its allies and its 
adversaries. Bush had invited the somewhat difficult French president 
Francois Mitterrand out to Kennebunkport—to great effect. He culti- 
vated obscure rulers of the Middle Eastern emirates, and put together a 
coalition of more than thirty countries, no fewer than eight of which 
were Arab. 


*For a more complete account of U.S. aid to Saddam in the Reagan-Bush era and 
George H.W. Bush and James Baker’s roles in it, see the author’s House of Bush, House 
of Saud, pp. 65-77. 

‘The U.S.-led coalition included: Argentina, Australia, Bahrain, Bangladesh, Bel- 
gium, Canada, Czechoslovakia, Denmark, Egypt, France, Greece, Italy, Kuwait, 
Morocco, Netherlands, New Zealand, Niger, Norway, Oman, Pakistan, Poland, Por- 
tugal, Qatar, Saudi Arabia, Senegal, South Korea, Spain, Syria, Turkey, United Arab 
Emirates, United Kingdom, and the United States of America. Germany and Japan 
provided financial assistance and military hardware. The United States asked Israel not 
to participate in the war. 
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In the end, Operation Desert Storm was widely seen as Bush’s finest 
hour and greatest triumph. At a minimal cost—the total number of 
casualties for the entire coalition was fewer than four hundred killed* — 
it had accomplished its stated objective of pushing Saddam out of 
Kuwait. It also strengthened Israeli security, and shored up relations 
with both Arab and European allies— giving the United States unparal- 
leled global prestige just as the Cold War was coming to an end. 

In the postwar euphoria, Bush’s approval rating hit an unprecedented 
90 percent. But perhaps his greatest accomplishment of all was what he 
didn’t do—namely, that he maintained the discipline to refrain from 
marching on to Baghdad and toppling Saddam. As Bush and Scow- 
croft explained in A World Transformed, they thereby avoided a costly 
occupation, with no exit strategy, that would have turned the United 
States into an occupying foreign power in a faraway Arab land that 
would have alienated both European and Arab allies and would have 
betrayed their U.N. mandate. 

Not everyone was happy with that decision, however. That was 
especially true in the Pentagon, where, far from seeing the Gulf War as 
a great triumph, Dick Cheney’s underlings, including then Under Sec- 
retary of Defense Paul Wolfowitz, Deputy Under Secretary of Defense 
for Strategy and Resources J. Lewis “Scooter” Libby, and Deputy 
Under Secretary of Detense for Policy Planning Zalmay Khalilzad, saw 
the failure to oust Saddam as a disastrous lost opportunity.® Interest- 
ingly, in what critics later termed Chickenhawk Groupthink,® the 
moderate, pragmatic, somewhat dovish policies implemented by men 
with genuinely stellar military records—George H.W. Bush, Brent 
Scowcroft, and Colin Powell—were under fire by men who had man- 
aged to avoid military service—Cheney, Wolfowitz, Libby, and 
Khalilzad. 

In addition, in many ways, what was happening was a reprise of the 
Team B experiment in 1976, with familiar faces playing similar but more 
exalted roles. This time around, sixteen years later, in 1992, President 
George H.W. Bush had unwittingly allowed Secretary of Defense Dick 
Cheney to empower Wolfowitz and Khalilzad, with Wolfowitz, the 
third-highest official in the Pentagon, leading a small team of neoconser- 


*There have been contradictory reports as to the exact number of deaths stemming 
from the war. Coalition deaths were widely reported to have totaled 378. But the 
Department of Defense reported that the United States alone had 147 battle-related 
deaths and 235 nonbattle-related deaths. 
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vatives whose job was to chart a new course for American power now 
that the Cold War was over. 

Working with his former political science student at Yale Scooter 
Libby,” and Zalmay Khalilzad, Wolfowitz came up with a radical, 
visionary, and highly controversial forty-six-page classified document 
known as the Defense Planning Guidance (DPG). (The document is 
also sometimes referred to as the Defense Policy Guidance paper and as 
the Wolfowitz doctrine.) “Paul Wolfowitz believed then that it was a 
mistake to end the war,” said Richard Perle. “They underestimated the 
way in which Saddam was able to cling to power, and the means he 
would use to remain in power. That was the mistake.” The boys from 
Team B were at it again. 

Written just after the demise of the Soviet Union, in the triumphal 
glow of a fresh, new “unipolar” world, the DPG asserted that America’s 
goal should be to “prevent the reemergence of a new rival” to USS. 
supremacy as the lone global superpower. The document made it clear 
that one of the most vital regions in the world strategically was the Mid- 
dle East because of its vast oil reserves: “In the Middle East and South- 
west Asia, our overall objective is to remain the predominant outside 
power in the region and preserve U.S. and Western access to the region’s 
oil.” To achieve America’s new objectives, however, Wolfowitz and 
company decided it was necessary to rewrite the long-standing rules of 
engagement under which the United States might take military action, 
employing stratagems that violated the most sacred principles of Amer- 
ican foreign policy. 

Astoundingly, in light of the success of the coalition that had been 
assembled for the Gulf War, Wolfowitz’s team declared that we “should 
expect future coalitions to be ad hoc assemblies, often not lasting beyond 
the crisis being confronted.”” Translation: in the future, the United 
States, if it liked, would go it alone.”! 

As if unilateralism were not radical enough, the DPG also argued 
that the United States should be prepared to act preemptively as well— 
initiating military action when necessary, not just in response to an 
attack or an immediate threat.” The new policy paper insisted that the 
United States must have a wide latitude in deciding exactly what situa- 
tions called for military action. “We will retain the preeminent respon- 
sibility for addressing selectively those wrongs which threaten not 
only our interests,” it read, “but those of our allies or friends or which 
could seriously unsettle international relations.”” 

The published excerpts of the DPG did not mention Israel, but its 
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pledge to maintain “regional stability” in the Middle East implicitly 
meant a commitment to Israel’s defense.” Likewise, the DPG said that 
USS. interests in the Middle East could be threatened by “[restricted] 
access to vital raw materials, primarily Persian Gulf oil; proliferation of 
weapons of mass destruction and ballistic missiles, threats to U.S. citi- 
zens from terrorism.” Moreover, deterring “potential competitors” 
from aspiring to a larger role meant “punishing” them before they could 
act.” In other words, the slightest false move by Iraq, or, for that matter, 
Iran, could lead to preemptive military action. 

This time, sixteen years after Wolfowitz et al. had conjured up “alter- 
native intelligence” to battle Bush and the CIA, the nascent neoconser- 
vative echo chamber had begun to acquire some of the characteristics of 
a cultlike sect with its reverence for certain modes of thinking and for 
various intellectual heroes. In joining Wolfowitz, Scooter Libby, then a 
forty-one-year-old Washington lawyer, seemed to have undergone an 
especially sweeping transformation. He had been a radical in college who 
wore Malcolm X T-shirts and organized Vietnam antiwar demonstra- 
tions. “He was such a good person,” a girlfriend from that era told The 
American Prospect. “He still is.”” 

But since then, she added, “The Dark Side” had gotten to him. And 
what dark force was that? 

“Paul Wolfowitz.” As soon as he fell under Wolfowitz’s sway, she 
said, Libby became an apprentice of sorts. “It was as if he had joined a 
secret society,” she said. At the time, Libby was serving his fourth tour 
of duty with Wolfowitz, having worked with him at Yale, the State 
Department, and once before at the Pentagon. 

Secretary of State James Baker told President Bush to watch out for the 
“kooks” working for Cheney.* When the documents’ recommenda- 
tions were leaked to the press in March 1992, they encountered such a 
hostile reaction that Bush ordered Cheney to have them rewritten.” 
Subsequent versions were more measured, but Bush still rejected them. 
As he and National Security Adviser Brent Scowcroft later famously 
wrote in A World Transformed, this call for preemptive and unilateral 
regime change in Iraq could trap the United States in a costly, futile 
quagmire overseeing age-old ethnic and religious conflicts. 

Bush’s neoconservative foes had drafted their grandiose vision of 
reordering the world apparently unaware that he would react so strongly 
against it. By the time excerpts from the Wolfowitz doctrine were leaked, 
the glory from Bush’s Gulf War victory had already begun to fade. 
Thanks largely to the nation’s economic woes, the president’s approval 
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ratings had plummeted from 90 to 40 percent.” The presidential pri- 
mary season was under way, but it was still too early for the neoconser- 
vatives to know if the president would recover, win reelection—and 
presumably marginalize them for another four years. Likewise, they 
could not have known that one of Bush’s Democratic adversaries, an 
obscure governor from Arkansas named Bill Clinton, would turn out to 
be one of the most skilled politicians of the century. Finally, they could 
not possibly have known that the man who would finally implement 
their plans was a businessman in Texas who had not yet entered politics, 
and was the son of the president who scorned them. His name was 


George W. Bush. 


Charing ere rT 


First Son 


he most important factor behind George H.W. Bush’s defeat in the 

1992 presidential election was the recession that gripped the 
nation—or, as the Clinton campaign mantra put it, “It’s the economy, 
stupid.” The implications went beyond high unemployment and declin- 
ing property values. Bush lost much of his electoral base because related 
budgetary woes forced him to violate his sacred pledge: “Read my lips, 
no new taxes.” 

Moreover, by this time, many evangelicals who had voted for Bush in 
1988 had figured out that there wasn’t an evangelical bone in his body. “I 
can’t say there was a moment when I came to my boss and there was a 
disconnect, where [he said] “That’s evangelical, I don’t understand.’ It 
was the other way around,” explained Doug Wead. “There was never a 
time in my life that I took one of these evangelical issues to my staff and 
there was a connect.”! 

A case in point was the ceremonial signing of the Hate Crimes Statis- 
tics Act to which President Bush, clueless as ever to the ways of the 
faithful, invited gays and lesbians to the White House without consid- 
ering what fundamentalists would think about sodomites in the Oval 
Office.*? Ultimately, Bible Belt evangelicals had little in common with 
the patrician transplant from the leafy suburbs of Greenwich, Connecti- 


*In response to the event, Richard Land, who was president of the Southern Bap- 
tist Convention’s Ethics and Religious Liberty Commission, wrote Bush, “Large 
numbers of Southern Baptists want to know why you are giving such official recog- 
nition to a homosexual-lesbian lifestyle they find abhorrent.” As an antigay lobbyist, 
Land was later appointed by George W. Bush to the U.S. Commission on Interna- 
tional Religious Freedom and declared, “It is time . . . to stop the sexual paganization 
of America ...and boldly proclaim what God’s intention is for man and woman in the 


confines of Holy Matrimony as God designed it.” 
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cut—especially when they were being wooed by the honeyed Southern 
accent of Bill Clinton. 

In any case, on January 20, 1993, the political career of George H.W. 
Bush, still a vigorous sixty-eight, was over. Counting Prescott Bush’s 
tenure in the U.S. Senate, the Bushes had given more than forty years to 
public service. The former president’s two eldest sons, George W. and 
Jeb, were acutely aware that if the family political legacy were to pass on 
to a new generation, they had better get moving. In 1990, George W. had 
borrowed $500,000 to invest in and become a managing partner with the 
Texas Rangers baseball team—an investment that eventually reaped 
$15 million. Now that he had finally started to build a reputation for 
himself in Texas, he was considering running for the governorship of the 
state,’ and Jeb, a Miami businessman, was mulling over the same job in 
Florida. In other words, two presidential sons were positioning them- 
selves for a potential run for the presidency—and it was anybody’s 
guess as to which of them might inherit their father’s legacy. 


Meanwhile, William Jefferson Clinton moved into the White House. 
With Saddam Hussein still in power in Iraq and two-thirds of the Amer- 
ican people favoring the use of military force to topple him, Clinton 
continued his predecessor’s policy of containment, and, on his very 
first day in office, bombed Iraqi radar sites to enforce the “no-fly zones” 
in the northern and southern parts of the country. 

In April, less than three months later, former president Bush returned 
to Kuwait for a triumphal visit to the country whose sovereignty he 
restored during the Gulf War. Unbeknownst to him at the time, he was 
allegedly the target of an assassination attempt by Saddam Hussein. 
Whether or not the plot to bomb President Bush was real remains 
unclear,” but even if it wasn’t, the alleged conspiracy had serious con- 
sequences.’ After receiving reports about it from the FBI and the CIA, 
President Clinton ordered a missile strike on Iraqi intelligence head- 
quarters in June that killed six civilians.’ Even more important, to both 
George W. and Jeb Bush, Saddam Hussein was the man who tried to kill 
their dad. 

Nor was Iraq the only issue in the Middle East on the front burner. 


*In late 1993, in a New Yorker piece entitled “A Case Not Closed,” Seymour 
Hersh had seven independent experts examine the forensic evidence. They concluded 
that the plot was bogus because the purported bomb parts were really mass- 
production items used for walkie-talkies and other devices. 
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Much to the consternation of the neocons, Israeli prime minister Yitzhak 
Rabin and Yasser Arafat, chairman of the Palestine Liberation Organi- 
zation (PLO) were making progress in the Oslo Accords, the ongoing 
Israeli-Palestinian negotiations to trade the Israeli-occupied West Bank 
to the Palestinians in return for peace. In July 1993, when Itamar Rabi- 
novich, Israel’s ambassador to the United States under Rabin, addressed 
the America-Israel Public Affairs Committee (AIPAC) in Washington 
about the resulting territorial concessions Israel was going to make, 
however, he was greeted by stony silence from its largely Likudnik, neo- 
conservative membership. 

AIPAC vice president Harvey Friedman went further, and called 
Rabin’s deputy foreign minister Yossi Beilin “a little slime ball” for his 
willingness to trade land for peace.’ Friedman was asked to resign from 
AIPAC, but the message was clear: the neocons were not so much pro- 
Israel as they were pro-Likud. Trading land for peace was the official 
policy of both the Israeli government and the United States, but it was 
anathema to the neocons. One of them, Douglas Feith, the former 
Scoop Jackson aide who was also special counsel to Richard Perle in the 
Reagan administration, had even attached himself to Itamar Rabinovich’s 
staff in the Israeli embassy. As legal consultant to the Israelis, Feith 
actively lobbied against the Oslo Accords by organizing symposia and 
lobbying congressmen. Ultimately, he lobbied so aggressively against 
Oslo—in opposition to both official Israeli and American policies at the 
time—that, as Rabinovich said, “We parted ways because he was agitat- 
ing against the peace process. 

Such opposition notwithstanding, on September 13, 1993, Bill Clinton 
presided at the White House as Rabin and Arafat met for the ceremonial 
signing of the Oslo Accords. Twenty-seven years after the Six-Day War, 
Israel had finally agreed to relinquish Palestinian territory. Before the cer- 
emony began, President Clinton addressed the delicate question of 
whether Rabin and Arafat would engage in a symbolic handshake. Both 
men were tentative—especially Rabin—because the agreement was 
bound to incite extremists on both sides. “The whole world will be 
watching, and the handshake is what they will be looking for,” Clinton 
told the Israeli prime minister.” 


29349 


Clinton opened with introductory remarks saluting their determina- 
tion to achieve “a peace of the brave.” When the signing was completed, 
Clinton shook hands with Arafat and quickly executed a well-rehearsed 


*Feith declined a request to be interviewed. 


122 THE FALL IOEITRE POUSE OF BUSH 


and elaborately choreographed “blocking maneuver.” To prevent Arafat 
from kissing him, the president turned away from him and shook hands 
with Prime Minister Rabin. Then he stepped back between the two 
leaders and spread his arms to bring them together. Arafat extended his 
hand, but Rabin was still hesitant. As President Clinton described it in 
his memoir, My Life, Rabin finally put forth his hand, and the crowd 
gasped. “All the world was cheering,” wrote Clinton, “except the 
diehard protesters in the Middle East who were inciting violence, and 
demonstrators in front of the White House claiming we were endanger- 
ing Israel’s security.”” 

But that was precisely the problem. The diehard protesters were not 
just militant Islamist fundamentalists who felt Arafat was selling them 
out. There were Christian fundamentalists, neoconservative ideologues, 
and Orthodox Jews as well. Among the evangelicals, Ed McAteer, one of 
the founders of the Moral Majority with Jerry Falwell, asserted, “Every 
grain of sand between the Dead Sea, the Jordan River, and the Mediter- 
ranean Sea belongs to the Jews. This includes the West Bank and Gaza.” 

But the most intense reaction of all came from the settlers in the 
occupied territories and the Orthodox Jews who believed land that was 
to be returned to the Palestinians had in fact been given to the Jews by 
God. About six thousand miles away from Washington, one of them, 
Yigal Amir, an Orthodox Jewish law student at Bar Ilan University, 
watched the television in horror as Rabin and Arafat shook hands, and 
told his father Shlomo Amir that Rabin’s decision to forfeit Israeli land 
was forbidden by the Torah." Then, according to Murder in the Name of 
God: The Plot to Kill Yitzhak Rabin by Michael Karpin and Ina Fried- 
man, Yigal added that it might be necessary “to take down” the prime 
minister. 

“Everything is in God’s hands,” Shlomo Amir responded. 

“But this time,” Yigal replied, “it’s necessary to help Him.”” 
Meanwhile, the neoconservatives were no happier with Clinton than 
they had been with his predecessor. Among the hard-liners, only one, 
CIA director James Woolsey, wound up with a significant post—and 
even he left after less than two years on the job. Containing Saddam 
through occasional bomb strikes wasn’t enough. The neocons wanted 
regime change in Iraq, and ultimately, they wanted to redraw the map 
of the entire Middle East. 

One of the key figures behind their new strategy was yet another 
acolyte of Albert Wohlstetter’s, Ahmed Chalabi. The scion of a prominent 
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Shia family, Chalabi had fled Iraq in 1958, when he was just thirteen and 
the Communist Party overthrew the royal family. He lived in Jordan, 
Lebanon, and Britain before studying at MIT. In 1969, he completed his 
doctoral studies in mathematics at the University of Chicago, where he 
met Wohlstetter, who later introduced him to Richard Perle and Paul 
Wolfowitz, who had become dean of the School of Advanced Interna- 
tional Studies (SAIS) at Johns Hopkins University.” Eight years later, 
Chalabi moved to Jordan to found the Petra Bank, and built it into the 
second largest commercial bank in the country." 

Given to elegant silk suits and Rolex watches, Chalabi took pleasure 
in seeing his children enjoy their equestrian pursuits with the Jordanian 
royal family, but he also nursed a secret ambition. “Ahmed wanted to 
avenge his father’s ouster and the deprivation of his lands,” Imad Khad- 
duri, an Iraqi exile who was a schoolmate of Chalabi’s, told Jane Mayer, 
who wrote the definitive profile of Chalabi in The New Yorker. “Now 
he’s trying to fit in his father’s shoes.”" 

He also seemed to be trying to re-create a history that went back to 
the days of the Balfour Declaration and the Sykes-Picot Agreement, 
when Britain’s David Lloyd George had carved up the Middle East 
after World War I, and had empowered a Hashemite dynasty in Iraq by 
supporting Faisal I as king.* Not averse to working with colonial forces, 
Chalabi’s father, Abdul Haydi Chalabi, served as president of the Iraqi 
Senate and was a member of the council of ministers to King Faisal I, 
who ruled until he was killed in the 1958 coup d’état.” 

In 1989, Chalabi and his family fled Jordan for London just as multi- 
ple criminal charges were being drawn up against him. Three years later, 
a Jordanian military tribunal concluded that Chalabi was guilty of 
thirty-one charges of embezzlement, theft, forgery, currency speculation, 
and other crimes. He was sentenced in absentia to serve twenty-two 
years of hard labor and was ordered to pay back $230 million.™ 


*The Hashemite dynasty refers to a powerful network of tribes in the Hejaz 
region of Arabia, bordering the Red Sea, which traces its roots back to the great- 
grandfather of Muhammad. Starting in 1908, with the demise of the Ottoman empire, 
Hussein bin Ali, the leader of the Hashemites, took one title after another, proclaim- 
ing himself sharif of Mecca, emir of Mecca, king of the Hejaz, and finally caliph of all 
Muslims, until 1924 when he was defeated by Abdul Aziz al Saud, his chief rival and 
later the first king of Saudi Arabia. Hussein’s son Abdullah became king of Jordan, 
which remains a Hashemite monarchy. Another son, Faisal, became king of Iraq, 
which remained a Hashemite kingdom until a coup d’état in 1958. 

*Chalabi claimed that he was framed because he was a fierce critic of Saddam 
Hussein, to whom the Jordanians were indebted for oil and economic reasons. 
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By the time of his conviction, however, Chalabi was safely ensconced 
in London, where he began putting together the Iraqi National Congress 
(INC), a loose grouping of exiles who hoped to topple Saddam. His 
charm and intelligence were such that his circle of supporters extended 
far beyond the usual suspects. “Chalabi is one of the smartest people I 
know,” said Peter Galbraith, who served as ambassador to Croatia 
under Bill Clinton.” 

But the neocons—the Scoop Jackson aides, the Team B alumni, the 
other Wohlstetter protégés and their associates — were the core of his 
support. A longtime acquaintance of Richard Perle,” Chalabi won 
favor throughout the nineties with other Wohlstetter disciples and 
neocons including Paul Wolfowitz, James Woolsey, Douglas Feith, and 
David Wurmser, a protégé of Perle.“ He met with Princeton professor 
Bernard Lewis,* Zalmay Khalilzad, and General Wayne Downing, all 
of whom would later win influence in George W. Bush’s administra- 
tions.” He went to conferences and symposia with them and their col- 
leagues. He cultivated new friends at pro-Israeli think tanks such as the 
Jewish Institute for National Security Affairs (JINSA)* and the Wash- 
ington Institute for Near East Policy (WINEP).** His appeal to the 
neocons could be explained in one word: Israel. He assured the neocons 
that the new Iraq he would build would have strong diplomatic and 
commercial ties with Israel.” He even told the Jerusalem Post that he 
would eventually restore the oil pipeline from Kirkuk, in oil-rich Kur- 
dish Iraq, to Haifa, Israel, which had been inoperative since the forties.* 

Such promises were so enticing that the neocons turned a blind eye to 
Chalabi’s past. According to a report by John Dizard in Salon, in the 
eighties, Chalabi’s Petra Bank had funded Amal, a Shia militia allied with 


*A specialist in the history of Islam, Lewis coined the phrase “clash of civiliza- 
tions,” which was used as the title for Samuel Huntington’s eponymous book. He 
became enormously influential among neocon policy makers, and was often cited by 
Vice President Cheney as an authoritative scholar. But critics of neoconservativism 
such as the late Palestinian-American scholar Edward Said often had harsh words for 
his work. According to Said, Lewis’s views of the Middle East were so biased, his 
work should not be taken seriously. Said added: “He knows something about Turkey, 
I’m told, but he knows nothing about the Arab world.” 

‘JINSA’s boards have included at various times Elliott Abrams, Michael Ledeen, 
Richard Perle, James Woolsey, Dick Cheney, John Bolton, Zalmay Khalilzad, Douglas 
Feith, and Paul Wolfowitz. 

t*At various times, WINEP’s board has included Richard Perle, Paul Wolfowitz, 
Jeane Kirkpatrick, Robert McFarlane, Joshua Muravchik, James Woolsey, and Martin 
Peretz. 
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Iran in Lebanon, and Chalabi himself had maintained close ties to the 
Iranian regime throughout the nineties.” 

To neocon apparatchiks, however, Chalabi was not a convicted crim- 
inal or someone with dubious ties to Iran and to Shr ite militants, but a 
heroic Iraqi exile who was on his way to becoming the George Washing- 
ton of his country. “He’s a rare find,” Max Singer, a trustee and cofounder 
of the Hudson Institute, told The American Prospect.” “He’s deep in the 
Arab world and at the same time he is fundamentally a man of the West.” 
Added Patrick Clawson, deputy director of WINEP, “He could be Iraq’s 
national leader.” 

After founding the Iraqi National Congress, Chalabi went to the CIA 
for help in pursuing their goal of overthrowing Saddam. Thinking Cha- 
labi could provide useful intelligence, the Agency gave the INC millions 
of dollars to set up a “forgery shop” in Salahuddin, Kurdistan, where it 
created phony mock-ups of Iraqi newspapers filled with stories about 
Saddam’s abuses. “It was something like a spy novel,” said former CIA 
agent Robert Baer.” “It was a room where people were scanning Iraqi 
intelligence documents into computers, and doing disinformation. There 
was a whole wing of it that he did forgeries in.” According to The New 
Yorker, the operation also forged a letter to Chalabi on bogus stationery 
that purported to be from President Clinton’s National Security Coun- 
cil, and that asked Chalabi to help put together an assassination plot 
against Saddam.” Francis Brooke, a lobbyist for Chalabi, conceded that 
the INC had run a forgery operation, but he said Chalabi had nothing to 
do with the phony assassination letter. “That would be illegal,” he told 
The New Yorker. 

With the help of the Rendon Group, a CJA-funded PR firm, Chalabi 
took the phony intelligence back to INC’s offices in London for use ina 
global media offensive to portray Saddam Hussein not just as a brutal dic- 
tator, but a genuine threat to world peace.” Chalabi was not only charm- 
ing and accessible to reporters, but he offered them tantalizing if highly 
dubious scoops about Saddam as well. “When I visited him in London, 
he told me ‘You can have anything you want, ” recalled Carlo Bonini, a 
reporter for the Italian daily La Repubblica.” “It was like a shopping mall 
for intelligence.” Like other more rigorous reporters, however, Bonini 
found that nothing Chalabi offered could be independently verified. 
And in fact, many of his allegations turned out to be fabrications. 

At about the same time, Chalabi was also reportedly cultivating his 
ties with Iran. “He was given safe houses and cars in [Kurdish- 
controlled] northern Iraq, and was letting them be used by agents from 
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the Iranian Ministry of Intelligence and Security [Vevak], and the Iran- 
ian Revolutionary Guard Corps,” a CIA case officer told Salon.* 

In November 1993, Chalabi approached the Clinton administration 
with a plan for regime change in Iraq. According to Colonel Patrick 
Lang, a former intelligence officer for the Defense Intelligence Agency 
(DIA), End Game, as it was called, was meant to start with a revolt by 
Kurdish and Shr ite insurgents that would supposedly trigger an insur- 
rection by military commanders who would replace Saddam with a 
regime that was friendly to both the United States and Israel.” Initially, 
Washington approved. But Saddam learned about the operation before 
it took place. Chalabi proceeded anyway, and the military insurrection 
he had predicted never occurred. Instead, the Iraqi army fought the 
rebels and more than a hundred INC combatants were killed. Ulti- 
mately, Ahmed Chalabi was persona non grata with both the Clinton 
administration and the CIA. But he was not yet out of the game for 


good. 


Meanwhile, the Christian Right was anything but dead. Even though 
the Democrats had Clinton’s victory to celebrate, more than a thousand 
Christian evangelical candidates sponsored or endorsed by Pat Robert- 
son’s Christian Coalition had run for office in 1992, and more than half 
had won.” By any measure, they were formidable foes, and the ascen- 
dancy of Bill Clinton had galvanized them. A Southern Baptist from 
Arkansas, “Slick Willie” could talk church. He spoke fluent Elvis. He 
knew their language. Yet by initiating policies that allowed gay men and 
lesbians into the armed forces, and by supporting stem cell research, he 
became their worst nightmare—one of their own who betrayed them.** 

The Clinton wars had begun, and with them one pseudoscandal 
after another. From Travelgate’ and Whitewater,* to Vince Foster’s sui- 


*In 1993, the Southern Baptist Convention, of which Clinton was a member, first 
passed a resolution separating itself from his policies in support of homosexual and 
abortion rights. In June 1999, the SBC formally rebuked him for designating that 
month Gay and Lesbian Pride Month, and called for him to revoke his appointment 
of James Hormel, an openly gay diplomat, as ambassador to Luxembourg. 

‘The Travelgate controversy arose in May 1993 after the incoming Clinton admin- 
istration discovered financial irregularities and chaotic bookkeeping in the White 
House Travel Office, fired seven employees, and began to reorganize it. To Republi- 
cans, however, this was merely a ruse to funnel business to Clinton cronies. After a 
long investigation, independent counsel Kenneth Starr exonerated President Clinton 
of any wrongdoing in the affair. 

‘The Whitewater controversy concerned a failed real estate investment by Bill 
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cide,** the attack dogs of the right—Rush Limbaugh, the American 

Spectator, the Wall Street Journal's eddivatiel page, the New York Post, and 

more—accused the Clintons of cronyism, fraud, conflicts of interest, and 

destroying evidence. With Foster’s death in July 1993, Rush Limbaugh 
even suggested that Hillary may have had Vince Foster murdered.” 

Mevsireelithe courtesy of the Christian Right political network, dooms- 
dav videos such as The Crash: The Coming Financial Collapse of Amer- 
ica, backed by Tim LaHaye’s right-wing umbrella group, the Council tor 
National Policy, went out to millions of evangelicals, asserting that the 
dollar would soon be worthless and the United States would be rife with 
riots, breadlines, and a Hitleresque strongman at the helm.* A Jerry Fal- 
well video, Bill Clinton’s Circle of Power, linked the Clintons to a series 
of unsolved murders, accidental deaths, and suicides—including Vince 
Foster’s.* It was followed by The Clinton Chronicles, a litany of false 
charges tying Clinton’s cronies to drug smuggling, money laundering, 
and the like.* 

With the millennium and the Second Coming just around the corner, 
the fundamentalists, full of passionate intensity, were saying, in effect, 
that America had already fallen under the sway of the Antichrist, Bill 
Clinton. Spurious as these scandals were, they worked their way up the 
media food chain—in some cases, all the way to the front page of the 
New York Times and network news. 

All of which fed the growing power of the religious right within the 
Republican Party. In 1992, Democrats controlled both legislative houses 
in twenty-five states, the Republicans eight. In 1994, Democrats had 
majorities in eighteen, the Republicans nineteen. To prepare for the 
midterm congressional elections in 1994, the Christian Coalition distrib- 
uted 40 million copies of the “Family Values Voter’s Guide” in more 
than 100,000 churches.“ In November, Republicans won control of the 
House of Representatives for the first time in forty years,” and Newt 
Gingrich became Speaker of the House. 


and Hillary Clinton in the Whitewater Development Corporation in Arkansas. Three 


separate investigations found no evidence that the Clintons had engaged in criminal 
activity. 

*A longtime friend and colleague of the Clintons, Foster joined the administration 
as deputy White House counsel and was soon attacked by the Wall Street Journals 
right-wing editorial page in a series of articles as one of the Clinton’s “legal cronies 
from Little Rock” who engaged in “legal corner-cutting that leads to trouble” and 
“carelessness about following the law.” Foster reportedly exhibited a number of 
symptoms of depression. He committed suicide on July 20, 1993. 
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But Gingrich’s ascent was not the most important one for the Republi- 
cans. On Tuesday, November 8, 1994, former president George H.W. 
Bush spent the evening watching election returns come in with Prince 
Bandar bin Sultan bin Abdul Aziz al Saud, the longtime Saudi ambas- 
sador to the United States.’ 

To Bush senior, the flamboyant Bandar wasn’t just another foreign 
dignitary, his relationship with the Saudi prince was one of the deepest, 
most genuine friendships he made in all his years in Washington. The 
fact that Bandar was the multibillionaire scion to the royal House of 
Saud, the richest family in the world and owner of the largest oil reserves 
on the planet, also meant that their friendship had profound geopolitical 
implications. Regular lunch companions throughout the Reagan era, 
they went hunting and fishing together, played tennis together, and 
Bandar was known to surprise Barbara Bush by popping in, uninvited, 
at Kennebunkport, and whipping something up in the kitchen. When 
Bush senior lost the 1992 election, his Saudi friend had been devas- 
tated. “It was like I lost one of my family, dead,” Bandar told The New 
Yorker.” 

Now, two years later, even though Bush 41 was still out of politics, 
watching and listening to returns that evening was a deeply personal 
event. That was because Bush’s two eldest sons, George W. and Jeb, were 
running for the governorships in Texas and Florida, respectively. The 
outcome could determine if the Bush family dynasty could be extended 
for another generation—and if so, which of the sons might lead it. 

Thanks to his stake in the Texas Rangers baseball team, George W. 
had finally made a name for himself in Texas. On one occasion in the 
early nineties, at a meeting of Major League team owners in Denver, 
they were being herded around on an excruciatingly long bus drive 
when the bus driver got lost and began circling round and round inter- 
minably. According to an article by David Brooks in The Weekly Stan- 
dard, Gene Autry, the aging cowboy singing star who owned the 
California Angels, “needed to relieve himself . . . [so] the bus pulled 
over... [and] an embarrassed Autry got out and urinated. It was an 
awkward moment for everybody.” 

When Autry got back on the bus, the first voice that rang out was that 
of George W. Bush. “Hey, Gene,” he shouted, “you still got a great spray 
for a guy your age.” The bus reportedly erupted with laughter.” 

Skilled as he was at defusing such awkward moments, Bush showed 
little concern about the nuts and bolts of the business. “Uninterested in 
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doing the things he was not good at, [Bush] delegated day-to-day man- 
agement of the club and spent his time on climate control,” Brooks 
wrote. “He was a constant presence in the ballpark, keeping everybody, 
from the ushers to the players, feeling good about the franchise. His own- 
ership group was an ever-shifting stew of between a dozen and two 
dozen millionaires; he spent a lot of time keeping them happy. During 
games he sat in a box next to the dugout, not in the normal owner’s box 
above. He ribbed the players, passed out autographed baseball cards of 
himself to fans, and shouted jokes to the managers. ”” 

In other words, he was the master of ceremonies far more than he was 
the man who ran the team on an operational basis. “It’s cruel to say this, 
but his character was still being shaped. . . .” said one longtime friend of 
both George Bushes. “There was so much that was being sculpted or 
molded. There wasn’t anything final about his philosophy.” 

Living up to his father’s expectations remained a sensitive issue. “I 
think that’s what drove him to run for governor,” said Mickey Her- 
skowitz, the Houston sportswriter who was hired to ghostwrite George 
W. Bush’s autobiography for the 2000 presidential campaign. “It 
appealed to him that his father had not been governor of Texas.” 

As the 1994 elections approached, his younger brother Jeb clearly was 
winning the family oedipal sweepstakes. “[His father] never thought 
George would have a career in politics,” said a friend of the family. 
“He was thinking about Jeb or maybe even Neil.* His parents always 
felt that Jeb had the gifts and the brightness.” 

Another obstacle for George W., however, was that he faced Ann 
Richards, a particularly formidable incumbent with an astoundingly 
high 70 percent approval rating.” A sassy good ole girl, Richards had 
made her name at the 1988 Democratic National Convention by derid- 
ing the elder Bush as a spoiled and privileged son of the Eastern aristoc- 
racy. “Poor George,” she had famously drawled, “he can’t help it. He 
was born with a silver foot in his mouth.” As a result, this battle was per- 
sonal. Victory would be particularly sweet, defeat bitter. 

The races in Texas and Florida both promised to be nail-biters. 
Throughout the summer, the smart money said Jeb had a better shot at 
beating incumbent Lawton Chiles in Florida than George did of beating 


*Neil Bush, the third son of George H.W. and Barbara Bush, was a member of the 
board of directors of Silverado Savings and Loans, which collapsed in the 1980s, 
costing taxpayers $1 billion. He was not indicted but a related civil action destroyed 
his political prospects. 
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Richards. But as election day approached, the odds switched. One 
reason may have been a sub rosa whispering campaign engineered by 
Bush political strategist Karl Rove suggesting that Ann Richards was a 
lesbian. 

When the results came in, Jeb lost narrowly to Lawton Chiles, but 
George W. beat Richards by nearly eight percentage points.” He had 
not only avenged his father’s humiliation by Richards, he had also 
become First Son. “I have very mixed emotions,” said Bush 41 after the 
results came in. “Proud father, is the way I would sum it all up.”* 

What Bush senior didn’t say was that he knew at the deepest, most 
fundamental level that if George W. ever made it to the White House, he 
would be in way over his head. 


CrvAParER NINE 


The Righteous Assassin 


E as George W. Bush was celebrating his victory as governor, a 
series of events was taking place on the other side of the world that 
was seemingly unrelated but would ultimately affect his legacy enor- 
mously. Few people had more firsthand experience confronting the 
explosive issues at the heart of such matters than Yitzhak Fhantich, who 
spent twenty-eight years in Israeli intelligence, many of them as head of 
the Jewish Department of Shin Bet,* the Israeli counterintelligence and 
internal security service. At fifty-eight, with his blue-checked shirt half- 
buttoned, a bushy mustache, and a thick mop of brown hair, Fhantich is 
a compact but powerful physical presence. One warm day in the summer 
of 2005, he leaned back in his chair at a bustling Iraqi market in Jerusalem 
where the produce stalls were filled with fresh fruit, sipped a glass of 
Israeli merlot, and took a puff on a Marlboro. Behind him, elderly men 
drank coffee and played backgammon. 

Now a private security and intelligence consultant, in the nineties, 
Fhantich had been in charge of investigating right-wing religious extrem- 
ists who posed a threat to the most combustible place on earth—the 
Temple Mount, the massive 144,000-square-meter platform, 32 meters 
high, built by King Herod as a base for the biggest and most grandiose 
religious monument in the world, the shining white stone Temple of the 
Jews. 

To Jews, the Temple Mount, also known as Mount Moriah, marks the 
holy of holies,* the sacred core of the Temple where Jews worshipped for 


*Shin Bet, Israel’s internal security service, is also known as Shabak. 

"The term holy of holies is used by a number of religions, including the Ethiopian 
Orthodox Church, the Church of the Latter-Day Saints, and Hinduism, to refer to the 
sacred core of a sacred building. In Judaism, it refers to the inner sanctuary of the Tem- 
ple of the Jews, which is to be entered only by the high priest on Yom Kippur. 


Jen 
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centuries. Beneath it, Orthodox Jews believe, is the foundation stone of 
the entire world. The Mount is the disputed piece of land over which 
Cain slew Abel. It is where Abraham took his son, Isaac, when God 
asked him to sacrifice the boy. At its outer perimeter is the Western Wall, 
or Wailing Wall, where Jews worship today. And messianic Jews believe 
the Mount is where the Temple must be rebuilt for the coming Messiah. 

To Christians, the Temple is where Jesus threw out the money chang- 
ers. Its destruction by the Romans in A.D. 70 came to symbolize the 
birth of Christianity, when a new Temple of Jesus, eternal and divine, 
replaced the earthly Temple made and destroyed by men. 

To both Christians and Jews, reclaiming the Temple Mount and 
rebuilding the Temple symbolizes the complete restoration of the nation 
of Israel. That includes winning back Judea and Samaria, also known as 
the West Bank. Nothing is more important to the messianic vision of 
Orthodox Jews, but to Christians it is equally important because it is a 
prerequisite to the Second Coming of Christ. Ultimately, for true believ- 
ers, the stakes could not be higher—eternal salvation. 

There was, however, one great obstacle to reclaiming the Temple 
Mount—namely the fact that the site is also sacred to Muslims. They 
refer to the Temple Mount as the Noble Sanctuary because they believe 
that the Mount’s Dome of the Rock is the foundation stone from which 
Muhammad ascended to heaven nearly fourteen hundred years ago, 
making it the third-holiest site in Islam, behind Mecca and Medina. 

And so, to all three religions, the Temple Mount is the gateway to 
Heaven, the locus of the immensely powerful forces of millennialism, sal- 
vation, and redemption. Because it is so holy to all three religions, it is a 
microcosm of the ongoing Middle East conflict. No single place on earth 
is more likely to be the fuse that will ignite an international catastrophe. 

In contemporary times, the battle for the Temple Mount dates back to 
its capture by Israeli forces during the historic Six-Day War in June 
1967. After they entered the Old City through the historic eastern 
entrance, the Lions’ Gate, hundreds of Israeli soldiers stood in the hal- 
lowed Dome of the Rock. “We stood in front of the rock, which was in 
the midst of the holy of holies,” recalled Gershom Solomon, a messianic 
Jew who now leads the Temple Mount Faithful and was a soldier in the 
Israeli army at the time. “And I will:never forget that moment. I tell you, 
we did not believe.”! 

Soon the soldiers were joined at the Western Wall by the venerated 
Israeli defense minister who won the battle, Moshe Dayan, wearing his 
trademark eyepatch.’ “We stayed with [Dayan] inside the Dome of the 
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Rock,” Solomon said. “The Temple Mount is again in our hands! Again 
in our hands! And I cannot describe this moment in words. .. . I felt 
again the presence of God, like He was speaking to my heart, to all of 
Israel. . . . It was a great moment, the greatest in the history of Israel, 
because this was the place where this nation was born. This is the place 
where the main event of history took place! This is the place where the 
dialogue between Israel and the God of Israel took place!” 


From the beginning, Moshe Dayan had said, to the outrage of both 
Orthodox Jews and Christian fundamentalists, that Muslims would con- 
tinue to control the Temple Mount, which was soon handed over to the 
Waqf, a Muslim administrative body. Since Dayan’s decision, Muslim 
authorities have usually allowed non-Muslims to come to the Temple 
Mount, but they have been forbidden to move their lips in ways that sug- 
gest they are praying. Asa result, the Temple Mount remains one of the 
most explosive tinderboxes on earth. Gershom Solomon, then a member 
of Menachem Begin’s right-wing Herut Party, a precursor to Likud, 
immediately founded the Temple Mount Faithful and began demon- 
strating in hopes of taking it back. Others, including Jews who had 
immigrated to the Holy Land from Orthodox communities in the United 
States, began to consider taking more drastic actions. 

Even though Jewish settlements on the West Bank were certain to 
provoke hundreds of thousands of West Bank Palestinians, religious 
Zionists launched their holy crusade to settle Judea and Samaria. “I tell 
you explicitly that the Torah forbids us to surrender even one inch of our 
liberated land,” declared Rabbi Zvi Yehuda Kook, a leader of the settle- 
ment movement known as Gush Emunim (Block of Faithful). “There 
are no conquests here. And we are not occupying foreign lands. We are 
returning to our home, to the inheritance of our ancestors. There is no 
Arab land here, only the inheritance of our God.” 

The most fanatical of these right-wing Zionists would stop at nothing 
in their zeal to push Palestinians out of these biblical lands. In 1971, Meir 
Kahane, founder of the militant Jewish Defense League (JDL), immi- 
erated to Israel from Brooklyn, New York, started the radical right-wing 
Kach Party,* won a seat in the Knesset, and launched a racist campaign 


*In 1980, Kahane was jailed for six months on suspicions that he had planned a 
provocative act of sabotage on the Temple Mount. He was assassinated in 1990 in New 
York by El Sayyid Nosair, who was later sentenced to life imprisonment as a cocon- 
spirator in the 1993 bombing of the World Trade Center. 


134 LEE PALL CE THE: BOUSE OEB USH 


to expel Arabs that was characterized by its fusion of genocidal invective 
and messianic fervor. “In two years time,” Kahane predicted, “[the 
Arabs]... will come to me, bow to me, lick my feet, and I will be mer- 
ciful and allow them to leave. Whoever does not will be slaughtered.” 

The 1973 Yom Kippur War, which began with a sneak attack on 
Israel by Arab forces, only hardened the resolve of Orthodox settlers. 
Over the next thirty years more than 250,000 Jews settled 150 commu- 
nities in Palestinian territories in the West Bank and Gaza—creating a 
formidable political obstacle to forces who wanted to trade land for 
peace. Resolving the Israeli-Palestinian conflict became impossible with- 
out dislocating tens of thousands of Jews. 

Of course, thanks to the evangelicals, the Orthodox Jews were no 
longer alone. In 1977, a group called the Institute for Holy Land Stud- 
ies took out full-page ads in newspapers throughout the United States 
to make that abundantly clear. “We affirm as evangelicals our belief in 
the promised land to the Jewish people... .” the text read. “We would 
view with grave concern any effort to carve out of the Jewish homeland 
another nation or political entity.” It added, “The time has come for 
evangelical Christians to affirm their belief in biblical prophecy and 
Israel’s divine right to the land.” 


As head of Shin Bet’s Jewish Department, Fhantich’s job entailed inves- 
tigating Orthodox Jews who might resort to terrorism to fulfill their mes- 
sianic dreams. “The vast majority of settlers in the West Bank are positive 
people with sincere religious beliefs,” he said. “They are good people. 
They love Israel. They are the kind of people you would let marry your 
daughter. I know the leader [of the Temple Mount Faithful], Gershom 
Solomon, will never break the law. But the problem is when someone else 
will use his organization, or one like his, to surprise me and blow it up.’ 

“If someone believes God told him to do something you cannot stop 
him. The mosques on the Temple Mount are like red for the bull. You 
have to be prepared minute by minute. These Christians, they believe 
what they are doing is sacred. Some of them are so naive they can be 
used. If something happens to the Temple Mount, I think these Ameri- 
can evangelicals will applaud such an act. After all, religion is the most 
powerful gun in the world.” 

In hopes of preventing such violence, Fhantich and his team of 
twenty-five Shin Bet operatives kept an eye on Meir Kahane, whose 
ultra-right-wing Kach Party had put together a terrorist campaign that 
included bombings and assassinations of Arab leaders with the aim of 
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expelling all Arabs from Israeli occupied territory. In 1984, Fhantich’s 
team arrested twenty-six Jewish terrorists who were plotting to blow up 
the mosques on the Temple Mount to pave the way for the rebuilding of 
the Temple and the return of the Messiah.* 

Then, in the mid-nineties, Fhantich opened a file on Yigal Amir, the 
law student at Bar Ilan University who was so outraged when Rabin 
shook hands with Arafat. “He was a typical religious type,” said Fhan- 
tich. “He served in a combat tour, and then went to study law. We 
knew about him.” Amir had been raised and educated in the customs of 
haredi Judaism,* the most theologically conservative form of Orthodox 
Judaism.’ 

At the time, it would have been difficult to find anyone in Israel 
with a more distinguished military record than Yitzhak Rabin. During 
Israel’s War of Independence, he had commanded elite troops for the 
Haganah, the Jewish paramilitary organization. As chief of staff to the 
Israeli Defense Forces (IDF) under Prime Minister Levi Eshkol, Rabin 
had been the architect of Israel’s victory in the 1967 Six-Day War— 
including the taking of the Temple Mount. Having won the sobriquet 
“Mr. Security,” Rabin had emerged as an icon whose feats allowed his 
countrymen to put aside the horrific imagery of the Holocaust and 
replace it with that of the indomitable and invincible new Israeli. “This 
was the peak of my life,” Rabin later recalled. “For years I had secretly 
harbored the dream that I might play a role...in restoring the Western 
Wall to the Jewish people. ... Now that dream had come true, and sud- 
denly I wondered why I, of all men, should be so privileged. ”” 

After being elected prime minister in 1974, Rabin took a hard-line 
stance against the Palestinian Liberation Organization (PLO), against 
relinquishing the Golan Heights, and against releasing Palestinian polit- 
ical prisoners.” But in 1992, when he was elected prime minister for the 
second time, Rabin abruptly became a dove and announced that “we do 
not intend to lose precious time” in terms of peacemaking.” He blocked 
funding to expand the settlements in the occupied territories. He released 
eight hundred Palestinian prisoners. Then he opened unofficial back 
channels to have exploratory talks with the PLO. According to Fhan- 
tich, Yigal Amir, who “was fanatically against any compromise whatso- 
ever with the Arabs,” was stunned by Rabin’s about-face. What he was 
doing was heresy. 


*About 12 percent of Israelis consider themselves haredim. More than 40 percent 
are secular. 
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Amir’s militant views were not unusual among Orthodox Jews, espe- 
cially the baredim,* who trace their religious practices back to when 
God gave the Torah to Moses on Mount Sinai. Just as militant Islamic 
fundamentalists view Sharia, religious law based on the holy Koran, as 
higher than secular law, so do many militant Orthodox Jews, including 
the haredim, see halachic law — Jewish religious law —as higher than the 
laws of the state. To them, Rabin’s move toward peace was in violation 
of halachic law that forbade turning Jews or Jewish property over to 
gentiles. Orthodox Jews in Israel were now at war with many of their 
secular counterparts.” 

Rabin’s adversaries on the right jumped into the fray—including 
Christian evangelicals. “I was ambassador for four years of the peace 
process, and the Christian fundamentalists were vehemently opposed to 
the peace process,” said Itamar Rabinovich, who served as Israeli ambas- 
sador to the United States between 1993 and 1996. “They believed that 
the land belonged to Israel as a matter of divine right. So they immedi- 
ately became part of a campaign by the Israeli right to undermine the 
peace process.” 

During the first Knesset debate over Oslo, Likud chairman Benjamin 
Netanyahu characterized Oslo as a Munich-like act of appeasement that 
would pave the way for another Holocaust. “You are worse than [for- 
mer British prime minister Neville] Chamberlain,” Netanyahu shouted 
at Foreign Minister Shimon Peres.” 

Yigal Amir and his Orthodox cohorts listened with glee. By this 
time, it was not uncommon for militant Orthodox Jews to harbor 
thoughts of violence in response to Oslo. Dr. Baruch Goldstein, an 
Israeli-American physician who was a protégé of Meir Kahane and a 
member of the Kach Party, had sunk into a period of deep depression 
since the 1990 assassination of his mentor. According to Murder in 
the Name of God, after the signing of Oslo, Goldstein resolved, “Only 
an act of Kiddush ha-Shem [self-sacrifice for the sanctification of God] 
could perhaps change history and return the messianic process to its 
collide." 

At dawn on February 25, 1994, Goldstein went to the Cave of the 
Patriarchs in Hebron, the second most sacred site in Judaism after the 
Temple Mount because it is said to be the burial place of four great bib- 


*The term haredi is sometimes interpreted to mean “one who trembles in awe of 


God.” 
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lical couples— Adam and Eve, Abraham and Sarah, Isaac and Rebekah, 
Jacob and Leah. But like the Temple Mount, the Cave is also sacred to 
Muslims and is known as Ibrahimi Mosque (the Mosque of Abraham), 
because Abraham is also thought of as a great prophet in Islam. Wearing 
his army uniform, Goldstein appeared to be a reserve officer on active 
duty, carrying with him his assault rifle and four magazines of ammuni- 
tion. Other guards assumed he was entering the Cave to pray in an 
adjoining chamber reserved for Jews. Once he arrived, however, Gold- 
stein opened fire on scores of Palestinians who were praying there, 
killing 29 and wounding another 150. Survivors eventually overcame 
him and beat him to death. 

Afterward, seventeen hundred Orthodox students took out a full- 
page ad in the New York Times condemning the carnage. But in the settle- 
ments themselves, a stunning ambivalence foreshadowed more violence. 
“Indeed, sympathy for Goldstein’s desperation, if not for the massacre 
itself, was widespread among settlers,” wrote Yossi Klein Halevi.” Added 
a spokesman for the settlers’ rabbis committee: “We don’t think there is 
anything to gain by condemning the action. =. . I don’t recognize the 
Machpela [Cave of the Patriarchs] as a place tor Muslims.””° 

Ongoing attempts to implement the Oslo Accords only fed the ten- 
sions. On July 1, 1994, PLO chairman Yasser Arafat went to Gaza as 
outlined by the peace process, and the next day, as many as 100,000 
right-wing protesters” took over Zion Square in Jerusalem, chanting 
“Rabin is a homo!” and “Rabin is the son of a whore!”” Near a huge 
banner reading “Death to Arafat,” Benjamin Netanyahu assailed the 
“blindness” of the Rabin government for allowing “the destruction of 
the Jewish state.” “Arafat, who is personally responsible for the mur- 
der of thousands of Jews and non-Jews, this war criminal, is being 
hoisted aloft by the Government of Israel... .” Netanyahu said. “What 
Arafat truly wants is not an Arab state beside Israel, but an Arab state in 
place of Israel.”* 


Increasingly, Oslo only incited extremists on both sides who were 
committed to undermining the agreement. In October 1994, twenty- 
two people were killed in a suicide bombing attack by Palestinian ter- 
rorists on a bus in Tel Aviv. It was just one of a series of murderous 
attacks on Israelis by car bombs or at bus stops that had been going on 
for months. 

At the same time, on the Israeli side, the Orthodox right did every- 
thing it could to obstruct the accords. By January 1995, forty militant 
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Orthodox rabbis in the West Bank settlements, including Rabbi Eliezer 
Melamed, secretary of the Rabbinical Council of the Land of Israel, 
began deliberations to consider whether Rabin and his “evil govern- 
ment” were in violation of halachic law.” Orthodox rabbis began talking 
specifically about whether Rabin’s actions called into play two such 
halachic edicts, a din rodef (“the duty to kill a Jew who imperils the life or 
property of another Jew”) and a din moser (“the duty to eliminate a Jew 
who intends to turn another Jew into non-Jewish authorities”), which 
have been characterized as roughly the Orthodox Jewish equivalent of a 
fatwa.** For the most part, such discussions took place in private with the 
militant rabbis being careful not to leave a paper trail. 

Meanwhile, in early 1995, Yitzhak Fhantich personally informed 
Prime Minister Rabin of the danger he faced. “I told him, on the hit list, 
you’re number one,” Fhantich said.” Rabin responded with a silent 
shrug and a wave of the hand that seemed to say what will be, will be. 

At about the same time, Yigal Amir, who had been taking part in the 
many anti-Rabin demonstrations, told friends, “Rabin has to be killed.” 
But his incendiary remark was immediately followed by a smile. “They 
didn’t know what I meant,” he later explained. “No one thought I 
would kill Rabin. Even I didn’t know I would kill Rabin.”* 

“It wasn’t a matter of revenge or punishment, or anger, Heaven for- 
bid, but what would stop [the Oslo process]. =.” Amir continued. “If 
I took Rabin down, that’s what would stop it.”” 

Fhantich was on a leave of absence for much of 1995, but his team 
continued surveillance of Amir. “We were watching him,” Fhantich 
said. “He was very active, very public, organizing students on the week- 
ends to encourage people to fight Oslo. But everything he did was legal. 
He was planning it all alone.”*” 

Meanwhile, in the summer of 1995, the most violent threats toward 
Rabin came not from Israel, but from Orthodox Jews in the United 
States. In June, Rabbi Abraham Hecht, a leading figure in New York’s 
rabbinical establishment, the head of the 540-member Rabbinical 
Alliance of America,” asserted that Jewish law permitted the assassina- 
tion of Prime Minister Rabin because of his willingness to cede land to 
the Palestinians.” 

In August, on a Voice of Israel radio broadcast, Rabbi Nachum Rabi- 
novitch, an implacable foe of the Oslo Accords, declared that Rabin was 


*A fatwa is a legal ruling made by an Islamic scholar who is an authority on 
Sharia (Islamic law). 
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a moser “who according to Maimonides” is liable to death.” Rabinovitch 
quickly added, “I didn’t say that it’s permissible to harm him. ”” But Rabi- 
novitch’s pronouncement was taken seriously by many other Orthodox 
rabbis who repeated it again and again that fall to their students. “There 
were lots of rabbis who said din rodef applied to Rabin,” Amir said.” 

In fact, that same month, Hashavua, a haredi weekly, charged that 
Rabin and Peres “must be placed before a firing squad.” In the face of 
such threats against the prime minister, key leaders of the Likud Party, 
including Knesset members Benny Begin, the son of the former prime 
minister, and Dan Meridor, both of whom were critics of Oslo, point- 
edly distanced themselves from the extremists.” 

But Benjamin Netanyahu, far from withdrawing, aggressively sought 
their favor. One such episode occurred at the Knesset in October 1995 
when Netanyahu stepped up to speak. “You, Mr. Prime Minister, made 
an appalling remark the other day,” he said, addressing the phantom 
Rabin. “You said the Bible is not our land registry. I say: The Bible is our 
registry, our mandate, our proof of ownership. Only if we examine 
remarks you and members of your cabinet made can we fully understand 
the meaning of what you have done—an unprecedented deed in the his- 
tory of the Jewish nation. It is true that in the past we were defeated, 
exiled and forced to cede parts of our homeland. . . . It has never hap- 
pened, however, that Jews willingly, gleefully, gave away parts of their 
homeland, forsaking the recognition that we have a right to this land.”* 

To many people, Netanyahu’s intended audience was not so much his 
fellow legislators in the Knesset as the tens of thousands of right-wing 
haredim who were listening in.” Later that night, the protesters gathered 
in Jerusalem’s Zion Square where they had put up posters of Rabin ina 
Nazi SS uniform.* One banner read “Rabin, Arafat’s Dog.” Hoping to 
bring down Rabin’s government, young men carried Benjamin Kahane, 
son of Meir Kahane, on their arms, shouting, “Death to Rabin! Nazis! 
Judenrat!” 

Housing Minister Benjamin Ben-Eliezer found himself trapped in the 
frenzy of the crowd. “I’ve never experienced anything like it!” he said. 


*Moses Maimonides was the twelfth-century rabbi and philosopher whose work 
forms a cornerstone of Orthodox Jewish thought. 

*Judenrat is German for “Jewish council” and refers to the administrative bodies 
that the Nazis required Jews to form in the ghettoes to expedite the deportation of 
Jews for slave labor or extermination in the concentration camps during the Holo- 
caust. 
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“I’ve fought in all [of Israel’s wars] and seen death before my eyes. But 
never was I so close to death as I was tonight.” 

When Ben-Eliezer finally got to Netanyahu, he yelled, “You’d bet- 
ter restrain your people. Otherwise it will end in murder. They tried to 
kill me just now. ... Your people are mad. If someone is murdered, the 
blood will be on your hands. . . . The settlers have gone crazy, and 
someone will be murdered here, if not today, then in another week or 
another month!”*° 

Then, with the crowd chanting “Bibi! Bibi! Bibi,”* Netanyahu was 
introduced as the next prime minister of Israel, and took the podium. 


On October 6, 1995, the Knesset approved Oslo II, a complex agree- 
ment between Israel and the PLO about the future of the Gaza Strip and 
the West Bank, which had been signed a week earlier in Washington. To 
Yigal Amur, it was the last straw. In the previous eight months, he had 
made three somewhat halthearted attempts to kill Rabin.“ As he waited 
for another opportunity, he contented himself by reading The Day of the 
Jackal, Frederick Forsythe’s novel about an attempt to assassinate 
Charles de Gaulle, who had been accused of treason by the right for 
withdrawing French troops from Algeria. 

Meanwhile, one journalist after another warned about the risk of 
assassination.” One of them, Victor Cygielman, the Israel correspondent 
for the French weekly Le Nouvel Observateur, wrote about a statement 
from Shin Bet which warned that the poisonous atmosphere of violence 
had set the stage for the assassination of Rabin.* He also reported ona 
small group of militant religious fanatics led by Avigdor Eskin, a thirty- 
five-year-old businessman from the former Soviet Union who had been 
a disciple of Meir Kahane, who went to Rabin’s house on Yom Kippur 
in early October and chanted the Pulsa da-Nura,’ the mystical, kabbal- 
istic curse of death. As Michael Karpin and Ina Friedman describe it in 
Murder in the Name of God: 


Unlike his infamous mentor [Kahane], Eskin was glib and polished, an 
accomplished demagogue who insisted that violence was abhorrent to 
him. Rocking back and forth on the sidewalk that day, he raised his eyes 
to the prime minister’s house and solemnly intoned the words: “I deliver 
to you, the angels of wrath and ire, Yitzhak, the son of Rosa Rabin, that 


*Bibi has been Netanyahu’s nickname since childhood. 
*Pulsa da-Nura is Aramaic for “lashes of fire.” 


es 


THE RIGHTEOUS ASSASSIN 141 


you may smother him and the specter of him, and cast him into bed, and 
dry up his wealth, and plague his thought, and scatter his mind that he 
may be steadily diminished until he reaches death.” As Eskin declaimed 
the Aramaic text, the men around him chimed in: “Put to death the 
cursed Yitzhak, son of Rosa Rabin, as quickly as possible because of his 
hatred for the Chosen People.” For the finale, Eskin filled his lungs and 
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shouted up at the building: “May you be damned, damned, damned! 


Two days after Cygielman’s story hit the stands, on November 4, more 
than 100,000 people rallied in Tel Aviv’s Kings of Israel Square to show 
their support for Rabin and his peace policies in the face of the militant 
campaign against him. The rally, organized by the Labor and Meretz Par- 
ties and the advocacy group Peace Now, had a lighthearted spirit, in delib- 
erate contrast to the confrontational tone of militant rightists, and consisted 
of songs and entertainment. At one point, the Washington Post reported, 
liberal activist Miri Aloni began singing her trademark number, “The 
Song of Peace,” and passed the microphone to Rabin and Shimon Peres.* 

In the past, Rabin, as Mr. Security, had mocked Aloni’s anthem of 
peace.“ In addition, given his limited vocal abilities, he had always been 
reticent about singing in public. But this time he joined in, singing horri- 
bly off-key. “We don’t know how to sing,” Shimon Peres told the crowd, 
somewhat apologetically. “But in the making of peace we won’t be off- 
iene a 

After the song, Rabin gave a short radio interview before leaving the 
stage. “People have doubts about their personal security,” he said, “but 
they do not have doubts that the path of peace should be pursued. I 
think this rally gave voice to many of the people. ”* 

Meanwhile, on the platform, a journalist from Ha’aretz, the liberal 
Israeli daily, approached Leah Rabin, the prime minister’s wife, and 
asked whether her husband was wearing a bullet-proof vest. “Why all of 
a sudden a protective vest?” she asked.” “Have you gone crazy? What 
are we—in Africa?” But, the reporter persisted, what if a lunatic should 
try to assassinate Rabin? “Why all of a sudden protection?” she replied. 
“I don’t understand the ideas you journalists have.” 

At that moment, Yigal Amir was sitting on a concrete flower planter 
in the parking lot. Shimon Peres came down from the stage area, accom- 
panied by only one bodyguard. The guard looked at Amir suspiciously. 
“For God’s sake,” he whispered into his microphone. “What’s that 
dark guy doing down there? Is he one of us?” 

As Peres walked through the parking lot, several supporters shouted 
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words of encouragement to him. A few moments later, Rabin descended 
from the stage area, walked past Amir, and strode quickly toward his car. 
Amir, who was about five yards away, spotted him almost immediately 
and stood up. Just as Rabin reached out to grab the car door, Amir 
went for his gun and fired three shots. Two hollow-point bullets hit 
Rabin, severing major arteries in his chest and destroying his spinal 
cord.» Amir’s third bullet hit Rabin’s bodyguard in his left arm. 

“It’s nothing!” Amir shouted. “It’s nothing! It’s just a joke. ... 
Blanks, blanks.” 

But Rabin slumped to the ground. The wounded bodyguard pushed 
him into the car, which rushed off to Ichilov Hospital a few blocks 
away. About an hour and a half later, at 11:00 p.m., Rabin died on the 
operating table. 

Not long afterward, at a Tel Aviv police station, the police told Amir 
that Rabin was dead. “Do your work,” Amir replied. “I’ve done mine.” 
Then he turned to one of them and added, “Get some wine and cakes. 
Let’s have a toast.” 

Later, someone went through Rabin’s pockets and found a blood- 
stained piece of paper with the words to “The Song of Peace,” the song the 
prime minister had reluctantly decided to sing. “Just sing a song of peace,” 
went the lyrics. “Don’t whisper a prayer, sing a song of peace loudly.”” 


On the night of Rabin’s assassination, President Clinton appeared out- 
side the White House and delivered a brief statement. “The world has 
lost one of its greatest men, a warrior for his nation’s freedom and now 
a martyr for his nation’s peace,” he said. He recalled that Rabin and 
Arafat had been with him at the White House just a month earlier sign- 
ing yet another agreement, and he quoted Rabin’s words: “‘We should 
not let the land flowing with milk and honey become a land flowing 
with blood and tears. Don’t let it happen.’ Now it falls to us, all those in 
Israel, throughout the Middle East and around the world who yearn for 
and love peace, to make sure it doesn’t happen. 

“Yitzhak Rabin was my partner and my friend. I admired him, and I 
loved him very much. Because words cannot express my true feelings, 
let me just say shalom haver. Good-bye, friend.”” 

The realists of the previous administration, George H.W. Bush and 
James Baker, expressed similarly warm sentiments. Former president 
George H.W. Bush declared, “He was a true peacemaker whose efforts 
and sacrifice will be remembered through the ages.” Added Baker, 
“Peace is going to be Yitzhak Rabin’s legacy.”* 
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But it wasn’t that simple. In part because of his legacy as a great Israeli 
military commander, no one in Israel was, or could ever be, a more 
forceful figure than Rabin in promoting the peace process. As a result, his 
murder was a devastating blow to the Oslo principle, the principle of land 
for peace. 

Perhaps saddest of all, millions and millions of American fundamen- 
talists thought that when Rabin signed the Oslo Accords and offered to 
trade land for peace, it was not just a mistake, it was a sin. “They were 
going against the word of God,” said Kay Arthur, a founder of Precept 
Ministries International. “You cannot go against the word of God. And 
I believe that God stopped it... by the things that happened.” 

She believed that God punished Rabin by assassinating him. “I think 
that God did not want that Oslo Accord to go through.” 


Immediately after her husband’s assassination, Leah Rabin lashed out at 
Netanyahu. “Mr. Netanyahu incited against my husband and led the 
savage demonstrations against him,”” she said. When Rabin’s body was 
lying in state, she refused to shake hands with Netanyahu—relenting 
only after making it clear that she preferred shaking hands with PLO 
leader VasserAratat.* 

She was not alone in her feelings. As the campaign to elect the next 
prime minister began in early 1996, even fellow Likud leaders thought 
Netanyahu didn’t stand a chance.” At a demonstration after the assas- 
sination, the crowd chanted “Bibi’s a murderer! Bibi’s a murderer! ”® 
Meanwhile, Netanyahu’s opponent, Shimon Peres, basked in the halo of 
his martyred colleague. The Clinton administration tacitly endorsed 
Peres as Rabin’s heir in hopes of continuing the implementation of the 
Oslo Accords.“ 

But Netanyahu had had his eye on the prize for years and brought an 
unusual set of skills to the table. Thanks to his polished oratory and mas- 
tery of American idioms—he attended high school in suburban Philadel- 
phia and went to college at MIT— Netanyahu knew how to appeal to 
affluent, cosmopolitan, secular Jews in the United States and Israel. At 
the same time, Bibi struck chords from the Bible and the Holocaust that 
resonated deeply with hard-line neoconservatives, militant settlers in the 
West Bank who he hailed as “the New Pioneers,” and fundamentalists 
with a Christian Zionist bent. 

Embracing the latest American campaign techniques, Netanyahu 
hired Arthur Finkelstein, a top GOP political consultant who ham- 
mered home the same points repeatedly. One ad showed bombed-out 
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buses juxtaposed with a photo of Peres shaking hands with Arafat, with 
a voice saying, “A dangerous combination for Israel.” The message was 
clear: Shimon Peres was a weakling who would do anything for peace.” 

No Israeli was more adept at playing the American card. As one of 
the most powerful voices on the Israeli right, Netanyahu was effec- 
tively the tiber-neocon and, as such, made a point of promoting the 
Israeli-evangelical alliance. That meant wooing Christian fundamental- 
ists who gathered to celebrate the Feast of Tabernacles in Jerusalem, and 
to whom he described the alliance between the Jews and Christian 
Zionists as “a partnership that has endured for more than a century and, 
if anything, is growing stronger.”* Shortly afterward, he convened a 
newly created Israel Christian Advocacy Council with seventeen Chris- 
tian fundamentalist leaders in the Holy Land to put forth a Likud-like 
policy statement backed by evangelical theology, rejecting all calls to 
abandon occupied parts of the West Bank, East Jerusalem, Gaza, and the 
Golan Heights.* Soon ads appeared in newspapers all over the United 
States citing Genesis, Leviticus, and Deuteronomy, asserting that 
“Tsrael’s biblical claim to the land” was “an eternal covenant from God.” 
Signatories included the Christian Broadcasting Network’s Pat Robert- 
son, Ralph Reed of the Christian Coalition, Jerry Falwell, and many oth- 
ers. The neocon—Likudnik— Christian Zionist message was now reaching 
millions and millions of people. 

In the end, Palestinian terrorists came to Netanyahu’s rescue. In 
February and March, one Hamas suicide bomb after another rocked 
Israel. After an eight-day barrage killed 59 men, women, and children, 
Netanyahu’s ads blamed Peres for failing to stop the bombings. On 
Election Day, May 29, the final tally gave victory to Netanyahu by 
29,507 out of 3.1 million votes.” Clinton White House officials who had 
been involved in the peace process were not happy. “Our collective 
relief became a collective dread,” wrote Dennis Ross, U.S. envoy to the 
Middle East, in The Missing Peace: The Inside Story of the Fight for 
Middle East Peace.“ 

But it was not just the peace process that was in jeopardy. Saddam was 
still in power. Iran was a growing threat. And in July 1996, just after tak- 
ing office, newly elected Israeli prime minister Benjamin Netanyahu was 
on his way to the United States to speak before a joint session of Con- 
gress. Just as important, he would meet with Richard Perle and other prin- 
cipals of the neoconservative movement. His trip would ultimately lead to 
a new American foreign policy, based on a radical new vision of the Mid- 
dle East—a vision that would change history, and much of the world. 


ACA one 


Ripe for the Plucking 


he neocons had come to power in Israel, but they had not been so 

fortunate in the United States. With Clinton still in the White 
House, they had to find other channels through which to pursue their 
policies. On July 8, 1996, about six weeks after his election as prime min- 
ister, Benjamin Netanyahu flew to Washington to see Richard Perle, one 
of several neoconservative analysts who had mapped out a new strategy 
for him in a policy paper entitled “A Clean Break: A New Strategy for 
Securing the Realm.” Commissioned by an Israeli-American think 
tank, the Institute for Advanced Strategic and Political Studies, “A 
Clean Break” was effectively an Israeli-centric update of the radical 
vision for a new Middle East that had first emerged in the 1992 “Defense 
Policy Guidance” paper. The term clean break referred to the notion of 
completely jettisoning the land-for-peace formula behind the Oslo 
Accords’ and replacing it with “peace through strength,” which, in turn, 
meant “reestablishing the principle of preemption.” 

In other words, Richard Perle and his associates were working for the 
right-wing Likud Party in Israel in hopes of subverting official U.S. for- 
eign policy. In addition to Perle, the authors of the paper included 
Meyrav Wurmser,* an Israeli-American who later became director of the 
Center for Middle East Policy at the Hudson Institute; her husband, 
David Wurmser, who later became head of Middle East policy for Vice 
President Dick Cheney; Douglas Feith, the future under secretary of 
defense for policy; and several academics.’ 

In “A Clean Break,” the Likud and the neocons had come up with an 


*Meyrav Wurmser was also cofounder, with Israeli colonel Yigal Carmon, of 
Memri, the Middle East Media Research Institute, which translates texts from Arab 
media and disseminates them to the West. Ibrahim Hooper of the Council on Ameri- 
can-Islamic Relations told the Washington Times: “Memri’s intent is to find the worst 
possible quotes from the Muslim world and disseminate them as widely as possible.” 
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ideology that was effectively a secularized version of the theology of the 
Christian Right. As the Christian Zionists interpreted the Abrahamic 
Covenant and as the settlers in the West Bank would have it, the Jews 
were ordained by God to reclaim the biblical lands of Judea and Samaria 
in the West Bank. Likewise, in “A Clean Break,” Likud and the neocons 
asserted Israel’s claim to the West Bank went back two thousand years.’ 
Just as the Christian Right argued that one did not compromise over 
Zion, the neocons demanded “the unconditional acceptance by Arabs of 
our rights, especially in their territorial dimension.” 

Even the boundaries as defined in the Bible thousands of years ago 
were similar to those the neocons were drawing up in their grandiose plan 
to overhaul the Middle East. As defined in Genesis, the Promised Land 
extended far beyond Israel’s borders: “To your descendants I have given 
this land, from the river of Egypt as far as the great river, the river 
Euphrates.”” Depending upon one’s interpretation,” the land referred to 
in the Abrahamic Covenant theoretically encompassed all or parts of 
Egypt, Syria, Lebanon, Jordan, Iraq, and even Saudi Arabia. In “A Clean 
Break,” the authors asserted that by waging wars against Iraq, Syria, 
and Lebanon, Israel and the United States could reshape the “strategic 
environment” and balance of power in the region.’ 

Specifically, they called for overthrowing Saddam Hussein, which 
raised one rather obvious strategic question. Beginning in 1980, the 
brutal eight-year Iran-Iraq War cost over a million casualties and hun- 
dreds of billions of dollars. The war was disastrous to both countries, 
but, from the point of view of the West, it had the convenient conse- 
quence of paralyzing two powerful destabilizing forces in the Middle 
East. The United States did not want to see Iran’s Islamic revolution 
spread throughout the region, potentially jeopardizing Western oil sup- 
plies, so it was happy to have Iraq as a counterweight. As a result, at var- 
ious points during the Reagan-Bush era, it generously aided Saddam, 


*Most scholars interpret “the river of Egypt” as a reference to the Nile, which, if 
taken literally, would mean the Abrahamic Covenant defines Israel as encompassing 
not just all of modern-day Israel, including Gaza, the West Bank, and the Golan 
Heights, but also Lebanon, Jordan, much of Iraq, Syria and Kuwait, and even some 
parts of Egypt, Turkey, and Saudi Arabia. In modern times, Israel has never sought 
such vast territory. When the Israeli right refers to Eretz Yisra’el, the land of Israel, it 
is generally referring to the area between the Mediterranean Sea and the Jordan River, 
including the West Bank and Gaza. 

‘Jordan and Egypt were already considered at peace with Israel. Later, some neo- 
conservatives added Saudi Arabia to the list. 
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giving him billions of dollars—even after he had used chemical weapons. 
Likewise, the United States saw Saddam’s Iraq as a threat to Israei and 
secretly armed Iran in part to keep Iraq in check. Even after their war 
ended in 1988, Iran and Iraq were still at loggerheads, much to the 
delight of the West. 

But if the West were to overthrow Saddam, what would that do to 
the balance of power in the Middle East? What would happen to the 
Islamic Republic of Iran—a massive, oil-rich country with 70 million 
people, the size of the United Kingdom, France, Germany, and Spain 
combined —if its chief foe were eliminated? Shia Islam was the official 
state religion of Iran, and even though it was the majority religion in 
Iraq, it had been suppressed by Saddam. If he were eliminated, would a 
new Shia power base begin to dominate the Middle East? 

According to “A Clean Break,” these issues could best be dealt with 
by promoting the restoration of the Hashemites in the new Iraq after 
Saddam was overthrown. The Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan* was 
already pro- West, and if the neocons’ bold new vision came to fruition, 
the newly empowered Hashemites in Iraq could influence Najaf, the 
holiest Shrite city in Iraq and the center of Shia political power, “to help 
Israel wean the south Lebanese Shia away from Hezbollah, Iran, and 
Syrias ° 

In other words, the neocons assumed the Hashemites would be able 
to persuade powerful Shi’ite leaders in Iraq to do the bidding of the 
United States and Israel. This assumption was critical to the strategic 
vision behind “A Clean Break.” Yet beyond the bald assertion that the 
Shia “retain strong ties to the Hashemites,” the factual basis behind the 
assumption was unexplained. Moreover, the paper did not address 
the fact that the Al Dawa Party (“the Call”),* one of the two main 
Shi ite parties in Iraq, had a long history of ties to Islamist terrorism, and 


*The country’s official name is in fact the Hashemite Kingdom of Jordan. 

‘The Al Dawa Party was formed in the late fifties by a number of Shi’ite leaders 
including Mohammad Baqir al-Sadr, the uncle of Moqtada al-Sadr. Despite some 
differences in its vision of how an Islamic Republic should function, the party sup- 
ported Ayatollah Khomeini and the Islamic Revolution in Iran, and received financial 
support from Iran in return. According to Juan Cole, a Middle East specialist at the 
University of Michigan, in the early eighties, parts of Dawa’s Islamic Jihad coalesced 
into what became Hezbollah and were connected to attacks on the American embassies 
in Kuwait and Lebanon, including the 1983 attack that killed more than 240 American 
servicemen. In more recent years, however, Al Dawa has repudiated these attacks. Nuri 
al-Maliki, who became prime minister of Iraq in 2006, had been deputy leader of Dawa. 
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its spin-off, the Supreme Council for Islamic Revolution in Irag (SCIRI) 
had close ties to Iran’s Revolutionary Guards.’ 

Thus the neoconservative vision of democratizing the Middle East 
was born. “It was the beginning of thought,” said Meyrav Wurmser. “It 
was the seeds of a new vision. ”” 

Netanyahu certainly seemed to think so. Although he never imple- 
mented the policies put forth in the paper, two days after meeting with 
Perle, the prime minister addressed a joint session of Congress with a 
speech that borrowed from “A Clean Break” and called for the 
“democratization” of terrorist states in the Middle East and warned that 
war might be the only way such noble goals could be accomplished. But 
Netanyahu also made one significant addition to “A Clean Break.” 
The paper’s authors were concerned primarily with Syria and Saddam 
Hussein’s Iraq, but Netanyahu saw a greater threat elsewhere. “The 
most dangerous of these regimes is Iran,” he said. 

Together, the “Defense Planning Guidance” and “A Clean Break” 
represented the fruits of a radical political movement led by a right- 
wing intellectual vanguard that over three decades had put together the 
capital, infrastructure, and political organization—think tanks, insti- 
tutes, foundations, political journals, and popular media outlets—to 
finally implement their ideas. But there were still a few things missing — 
namely, support among the intellectual elite for these radical new poli- 
cies, a popular electoral base so they could win power, and, finally, a 
candidate who would support and implement their policies. 

After “A Clean Break,” the neocon machine shifted into a higher gear. 
The drumbeat for war began. In the summer of 1996, William Kristol 
and Robert Kagan put forth the proposition in Foreign Affairs that 
now was the time for the United States to become a “benevolent global 
hegemony” and begin “a remoralization” of American foreign policy." 
In the Weekly Standard, the same duo specified that such a policy meant 
that “Saddam Must Go.”” Likewise, syndicated neoconservative colum- 
nists Charles Krauthammer” and A. M. Rosenthal" called for regime 
change in Iraq. In the Washington Post, Zalmay Khalilzad and Paul 
Wolfowitz joined the fray. “A Clean Break” coauthor David Wurmser 
took the message to the Wall Street Journal'* and wrote the book 
Tyranny’s Ally: America’s Failure to Defeat Saddam Hussein —in which 
he proposed that the United States redraw the map of the Middle East.” 

In Tyranny’s Ally, Wurmser, a protégé of Richard Perle and Ahmed 
Chalabi, asserted that this was not just about Iraq, but that Iran must 
also be “severed from its Shiite foundations. And this can be accom- 
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plished by promoting an Iraqi Shr ite challenge.” He added that Sad- 
dam’s tyranny “leaves Iran by default as the arbiter of Shiite politics in 
the region. The Iraqi Shrites, if liberated from this tyranny, can be 
expected to present a challenge to Iran’s influence and revolution.”” 

In other words, if the United States overthrew Saddam and liberated 
the Shi’ites, far more than just greeting Americans with flowers, the 
Shiites would also take on the Islamist state of Iran. Democracy would 
spread throughout the region! Israel would be secure and the U.S. 
would have allies in the oil-rich states of Iran and Iraq! 

But, again, the text contained no facts to back up Wurmser’s assump- 
tions. According to the acknowledgments, however, the key figures 
“who guided my understanding” included Ahmed Chalabi; Richard 
Perle, who wrote the introduction; and fellow Scoop Jackson alum 
Douglas Feith; among others. In other words, the neocon echo chamber 
had begun to rely on itself to reinforce its own myths. “They deluded 
themselves into thinking that these links operated only one way—with 
Najaf (the holiest Shia city in Iraq) undermining Qom (Najaf’s counter- 
part in Iran),” said Vali Nasr, the Iranian-American scholar and author of 
The Shia Revival. “They assumed that it was Iraq that would influence 
Iran, not that Iran would influence Iraq.”” 

Whereas evangelicals had expressed their belief that Americans were 
a Chosen People whose mission was ordained by God, neocons now did 
so in secular terms, and they further proclaimed that the United States 
had a moral duty to project that greatness throughout the world — using 
American military power, if necessary. Calling for a “national greatness 
conservatism,” William Kristol and David Brooks asserted, “Our 
nationalism is that of an exceptional nation founded on a universal prin- 
ciple, on what Lincoln called ‘an abstract truth, applicable to all men and 
all times 77! 

Other neocons promoted the same doctrines using language that was 
more forthright but somewhat less refined and, for that matter, less 
sensitive to the horrors of the warfare they advocated, wars that would 
kill hundreds of thousands of people, maim countless more, and create 
literally millions of refugees. Writing in the National Review, for exam- 
ple, Jonah Goldberg saluted his colleague Michael Ledeen, a contributor 
to the same publication and an AEI fellow and neocon firebrand, with 
giddy imperial triumphalism, urging the implementation of what he 
called the Ledeen Doctrine: “Every ten years or so, the United States 
needs to pick up some small crappy little country and throw it against 
the wall, just to show the world we mean business.”” 
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At the time, however, without a patron in the White House, and 
with no electoral base whatsoever, the neocons had gone as far as they 
could. The vast majority of Americans were completely unfamiliar with 
them and their ideology. As a result, the founding fathers of the move- 
ment—Irving Kristol and Norman Podhoretz —now argued that it was 
time to forge an alliance with the Christian Right even if it meant over- 
looking their undemocratic attitudes that were often expressed by var- 
ious fundamentalists. “[C]onservatives and the Republican Party must 
embrace the religious if they are to survive,” wrote Kristol in Neoconser- 
vatism: The Autobiography of an Idea. “Religious people always create 
problems since their ardor tends to outrun the limits of politics in a con- 
stitutional democracy. But, if the Republican Party is to survive, it must 
work on accommodating these people.”” 

Norman Podhoretz, Kristol’s longtime collaborator, added that Jews 
should even turn a blind eye to Pat Robertson’s anti-Semitism because 
such an alliance with fundamentalists was vital to Israel. “[I]n my view 
Robertson’s support for Israel trumps the anti-Semitic pedigree of his 
ideas,” he wrote.” Michael Ledeen, who worked with Richard Perle and 
David Wurmser at the American Enterprise Institute, began making 
scores of appearances on Pat Robertson’s televised 700 Club, to pro- 
mote their strategy to overhaul the Middle East before millions of fun- 
damentalist viewers.” 

As Ledeen himself pointed out in The First Duce: D’Annunzio at 
Fiume, his paean to Italian fascist Gabriele d’Annunzio, the poet- 
warrior who was Benito Mussolini’s mentor, religious imagery had the 
power to inspire the masses to embrace extraordinary nationalistic 
goals: “The radicalization of the masses in the twentieth century... 
could not have succeeded without the blending of the ‘sacred’ with the 
‘profane.’ The timeless symbols that have always inspired men and 
women to risk their lives for higher ideals had necessarily to be trans- 
ferred from a religious context into a secular liturgy if modern political 
leaders were to achieve the tremendous control over their followers’ 
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emotions. 


Meanwhile, in the twenty plus years since Roe v. Wade, the Christian 
Right had grown enormously. Megachurches—those with more than 
two thousand parishioners — had proliferated across the country, grow- 
ing from just fifty churches in 1980 to nearly nine hundred a generation 
later—one of which, Saddleback Church in southern California, boasted 
eighty thousand members on its rolls.” Revenue at Falwell’s Thomas 
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Road Baptist Church topped $200 million a year—and was projected to 
exceed $500 million by 2010. Prestonwood Baptist Church in Plano, 
Texas, just outside of Dallas, drew seventy thousand people at $20 a 
ticket and more to its Christmas spectacle featuring its five-hundred- 
person choir. Its sports programs, with eight playing fields and six 
gyms, served sixteen thousand people and brought in countless young 
converts.” 

Likewise, evangelicals used the latest Madison Avenue marketing 
techniques. There were cowboy churches for ranchers, country music 
churches for the C&W market, gospel and rhythm and blues churches 
for black evangelicals, motorcycle churches for bikers, and sandals and 
electric guitars for the long-haired Birkenstock crowd.* There was 
Christian miniature golf, a Christian Wrestling Federation, and min- 
istries for evangelical skateboarders, NASCAR drivers,” and Harley- 
Davidson motorcycle owners.*” 

In parts of the Bible Belt, no force dominated life as much as the 
evangelical church. Greenville, South Carolina, had more than 700 
churches for its 56,000 inhabitants. Christian rock far outsold jazz and 
classical music combined. By 2000, there were at least fifteen annual 
Christian rock festivals, including the Cornerstone Festival; the Son- 
shine Festival; Spirit West Coast; Rock the Desert, at Universal Studios 
Florida; and Night of Joy at Walt Disney World.” As Ted Haggard put 
it, “Cool kids like to go to church if church is cool.”™ 

Whereas secularists had Macy’s and Bloomingdales, evangelicals had 
LifeWay Christian Stores, a division of the Southern Baptist Convention’ 
that expanded throughout the South, becoming a chain of more than 120 
stores offering Christian books, music, and apparel. There were Chris- 
tian pencils, pro-life T-shirts (“Mommy, please let me live” and “Former 
Embryo”), and greeting cards and bookmarks with Bible verses. There 
was Christian furniture® (“Episcopalian style at Pentecostal prices! ”), 
Christian trailer parks, Christian cutlery, and Christian spatulas. If your 
car broke down, there were Christian auto repair shops, and if you 
needed to refinance your home, there were Christian mortgages. For 
vacation, there were Christian Caribbean cruises. For obesity, there 


*To reassure its biker-parishioners, on its website, the Heralds of the Cross Motor- 
cycle Ministry advises its members, “How Can | Know for Sure That I Will Spend 
Eternity in Heaven?” 

+The words Southern Baptist Convention refer to the denomination’s name, not 
just its annual convention. It is the largest Protestant denomination in the United 
States, with more than 16 million members. 


152 THE FACILIOR THE AOU SBOE BUSH 


was a whole host of Christian weight-loss options—diet books such as 
What Would Jesus Eat?, the fatfree4jesus.org website, and Steve 
Reynolds’s Bod4GOD program.* 

This was an alternative world to secular America—and it was Repub- 
lican. Throughout the South, billboards proclaimed “Evolution Is Sci- 
ence Fiction,” “Darwin Is Dead, Jesus Is Alive,” “Meet at My House 
Before the Game—(signed) God,” and “One Nation Under Me— 
(signed) God.” The Institute for Creation Science trained biochemists 
who did not believe in evolution. 

Moreover, as the millennium approached, the apocalyptic themes in 
Christianity fueled the movement. No one benefited more than Tim 
LaHaye. Sometime in the mid-eighties, LaHaye was on an airplane when 
he noticed that the pilot, who happened to be wearing a wedding ring, 
was flirting with an attractive flight attendant, who was not. LaHaye 
asked himself what would happen to the poor unsaved man if the long- 
awaited Rapture were to transpire at that precise moment. Soon, 
LaHaye’s literary agent dug up Jerry Jenkins, a writer-at-large for the 
Moody Bible Institute and the author of more than 150 books, many on 
sports and religion. In exchange for shared billing, Jenkins signed on for 
the Left Behind series. 

The first volume, Left Behind, begins with a variation of what LaHaye 
observed in real life. While piloting his 747 to London’s Heathrow Air- 
port, Captain Rayford Steele decides he’s had just about enough of his 
wife's religiosity. He puts the plane on autopilot and leaves the cockpit to 
flirt with a “drop-dead gorgeous” flight attendant named Hattie 
Durham, only to be told that dozens of passengers have suddenly and 
mysteriously vanished, leaving behind their clothes, eyeglasses, jew- 
elry —even their pacemakers, dental fillings, and surgical pins. 

What had taken place, of course, was the Rapture. Millions of Chris- 
tians who accepted Christ as their savior, including Rayford Steele’s 
wife and young son, had been “caught up” in the air to meet Him. At the 
same time, people like Steele finally begin to see Christ as his Savior. 
Now that they have been left behind, doubters no more, they form the 
Tribulation Force to take on the armies of the Antichrist and win 
redemption by taking on the vast forces of ungodly, evolution-believing, 
pro-abortion secular humanists. 

Kicking off the series in 1995, as the millennium clock ran down, gave 
it a convenient built-in marketing device. Before long, thanks to the 
rapid growth of evangelicalism in America, Left Behind books were sell- 
ing at the astounding rate of 1.5 million copies a month. More than 
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10 million items of related products such as postcards and wallpaper 
were sold. The series, originally planned to be seven books, was 
extended to twelve.” 

It wasn’t just the millennial clock that fueled sales. The ascendancy of 
computer culture and the Internet gave way to widespread fears among 
End Times aficionados about the implantation of biochips as the Mark 
of the Beast. The birth of the European Union sparked horror about 
One World government forecast in the book of Revelation. Millions 
wondered who was the Antichrist. 


For many fundamentalists, the answer could be found right in the White 
House. In November 1996, to the dismay of the Christian Right, Bill 
Clinton won reelection in a landslide. By this time, independent counsel 
Kenneth Starr had already been investigating the Whitewater contro- 
versy for two years. Over time, he had received authorization to investi- 
gate the White House travel office controversy, the suicide of deputy 
White House counsel Vince Foster, a sexual harassment lawsuit by former 
Arkansas state employee Paula Jones against President Clinton, and, 
later, perjury and obstruction of justice charges to cover up President 
Clinton’s sexual relationship with White House intern Monica Lewinsky. 
The Jerry Falwell- financed pseudodocumentary The Clinton Chronicles 
had made the rounds among millions of fundamentalists, characterizing 
Clinton as a money-laundering drug smuggler involved in a host of shad- 
owy criminal conspiracies and murders.” To millions of fundamentalists, 
Clinton was a veritable Antichrist, the embodiment of satanic secularism. 

Seven months after Clinton’s reelection, at a June 1997 meeting in 
Montreal of the Council for National Policy, the right-wing umbrella 
group founded by Tim LaHaye, the evangelicals decided to take action.” 
Televangelists Pat Robertson and James Dobson, Paul Weyrich of the 
Free Congress Foundation, Ralph Reed of the Christian Coalition, 
Phyllis Schlafly of the Eagle Forum, and Oliver North—all of the 
CNP —yjoined in, all putting the vast resources of their organizations into 
the movement to impeach Bill Clinton.** Unbeknownst to the funda- 
mentalists, a new savior was trying his wings, taking the first steps that 
would enable him to come to their rescue. 

Thanks to his success with the Texas Rangers and his election as gov- 


*In November 1997, Representative Bob Barr (R-Ga.), a member of the CNP, 
introduced HR 304, a resolution of inquiry that represented the first stage of the 
impeachment process in the House of Representatives. 
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ernor, George W. Bush had achieved partial redemption in his father’s 
eyes. But exactly how far he could go in politics was another question. 
Bob Strauss, the former chairman of the Democratic National Party and 
a friend of George H.W. Bush, was just one of many knowledgeable pols 
who watched George W. grow up and concluded that he did not have 
the right stuff. “He was a real nice guy,” said Strauss, a legendary Demo- 
cratic powerbroker who served as ambassador to Moscow under Bush 
41. “But if anybody told me he was going to be president, I would 
have thought they’d lost their mind. I don’t think he’s curious enough to 
ask about important things. That’s his weakness —he’s incurious.”*' 
Yet now George W. set his sights on the White House—and a compli- 
cated, deeply conflicted father-son relationship began to unfold. As 
Bush 41 knew, his son had become a popular governor of Texas, but 
since Texas was a state in which gubernatorial power was severely lim- 
ited, that wasn’t much of a test for a potential president. More important, 
the elder Bush knew that his son had virtually no knowledge of foreign 
affairs and had barely even traveled abroad. With that in mind, in the fall 
of 1997, Bush senior called Prince Bandar bin Sultan, the longtime Saudi 
Arabian ambassador to the United States and one of his closest personal 
friends, to ask a favor. Bush said his son was on the verge of making an 
important decision and wanted some advice. “W. would like to talk to 
you if you have time,” Bush said, according to Bob Woodward’s State of 
Denial: Bush at War, Part III.” “Can you come by and talk to him?” 
Bandar had long been the kind of friend to whom Bush 41 could turn 
for sensitive favors. Back in 1981, Bandar, a thirty-two-year-old grad stu- 
dent at Johns Hopkins University, had befriended then Vice President 
Bush, who helped him push through the controversial sale of a multibil- 
lion-dollar AWACS (airborne warning and control system) package to 
Saudi Arabia over the objections of the Israeli lobby. Over the years Ban- 
dar repaid the debt in spades, first by personally arranging back-channel 
financing for the Nicaraguan contras in the Iran-contra affair. Later, 
Bandar’s Saudi friends had bailed out Harken Energy, George W. Bush’s 
struggling oil company* in the eighties, and invested in the Carlyle 
Group, a large, Washington-based private equity firm with which both 
George Bushes and several of their colleagues were associated. During the 
1991 Gulf War, Bandar had waged war against Iraq with Bush and culti- 


*For a more complete account of Saudi relationships with Harken Energy and the 
Carlyle Group, see the author’s House of Bush, House of Saud, pp. 117-28 and 
165-69, respectively. Likewise, Prince Bandar’s relationship with George H.W. Bush 
is discussed at length at various points throughout the same book. 
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vated friendships with James Baker, Brent Scowcroft, Dick Cheney, and 
Colin Powell. As president, Bush gave Bandar so much access to the 
executive branch that Colin Powell, then chairman of the Joint Chiefs of 
Staff, carped that he functioned as if he were a cabinet officer.“ 

Even though he and the younger George Bush were roughly the 
same age — forty-eight and fifty-one, respectively — Bandar did not have 
the same rapport with the son that he had with the father. But he was 
delighted to help nonetheless. An avid fan of the Dallas Cowboys and 
close friend of the team’s owner, Jerry Jones, Bandar planned a visit to 
Texas with a Cowboys game as “cover. ”“ 

When Bandar finally landed in Austin, to his astonishment, the gov- 
ernor boarded the plane before the prince had a chance to disembark. 
Bush got right to the point: he was thinking of running for president and 
he already knew what his domestic agenda would be. But, he said, “I 
don’t have the foggiest idea about what I think about international, 
foreign policy.” 

Bandar ran through his experiences with Mikhail Gorbachev, Mar- 
garet Thatcher, Tony Blair, the pope, and Ronald Reagan.” Finally, 
according to Woodward’s book, Bush had a question. “There are peo- 
ple who are your enemies in this country who also think my dad is your 
friend,” he said.* 

Bush was speaking code, but to Bandar, he had made an obvious ref- 
erence to supporters of Israel. In effect, he was asking Bandar what to 
do about the Israeli lobby and the neocons who had an aversion to both 
his father and the Saudis. 

“Can I give you one advice?” Bandar asked.” 

“What?” 

“If you tell me that [you want to be president of the United States], 
I want to tell you one thing,” Bandar replied.* “To hell with Saudi Ara- 
bia or who likes Saudi Arabia or who doesn’t, who likes Bandar or 
doesn’t. Anyone who you think hates your dad or your friend who can 
be important to make a difference in winning, swallow your pride and 
make triends of them. And I can help vou. I can help you out and com- 
plain about you, make sure they understood that, and that will make 
sure they help you.” 

It George W. needed the neocons on his side to win the Republican 
nomination or the election, Bandar was saying, he should do whatever 
was necessary. “Never mind if you really want to be honest,” Bandar 
added. “This is not a confession booth. ... In the big boys’ game, it’s 
cutthroat, it’s bloody and it’s not pleasant.”* 
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In other words, Bandar seemed to be saying, take them into your 
camp —for now. 


Meanwhile, the Clinton administration continued its efforts to resolve 
the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. By early 1998, however, the Oslo process 
had basically come to a halt. Both Benjamin Netanyahu and Yasser 
Arafat had prepared long lists citing the other’s noncompliance.” As a 
result, Netanyahu had not implemented the first scheduled withdrawal 
from the West Bank, and the second one was long overdue. “There is 
and always has been only one way to resolve the Israeli-Palestinian 
conflict: land for peace,” wrote Anthony Lewis in the New York Times. 
“And the Netanyahu government has now made clear that it has no 
intention of withdrawing from enough of the land Israel occupies in the 
West Bank to make a deal imaginable.”®! 

In January 1998, under pressure from the White House to renew 
the peace process with Arafat, Prime Minister Benjamin Netanyahu 
turned to the Christian Right once again for support—and Jerry Falwell 
was ready to help out. With Arafat due to arrive at the White House on 
Tuesday, January 22, Netanyahu wanted to have as strong a hand as pos- 
sible. Arriving in Washington three days early, he was already scheduled 
to see Clinton, but decided to have a very public meeting with Falwell 
first. 

“T put together one thousand people or so to meet with Bibi and he 
spoke to us that night,” Falwell said.” “It was all planned by Netanyahu 
as an affront to Clinton.” 

At the time, Clinton had plenty of other things on his mind. The day 
before, on the ABC Sunday-morning program This Week, neoconser- 
vative commentator William Kristol alerted the nation to an Internet 
posting on the Drudge Report alleging that President Clinton had had 
a sexual relationship with Monica Lewinsky, a bright-eyed twenty- 
three-year-old White House intern.” Initially, many White House aides 
on the political side dismissed the report because Matt Drudge, its 
conservative proprietor, had been the source of a number of erroneous, 
apparently politically motivated stories. But quietly, the White House 
legal staff was scrambling.” 

Meanwhile, that evening, Netanyahu met with Falwell at the 
Mayflower Hotel in downtown Washington. Falwell promised 
Netanyahu he would mobilize 200,000 pastors all over the country to 
resist the return of occupied West Bank territory, and would ask them to 
“tell President Clinton to refrain from putting pressure on Israel.”* Tel- 
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evangelist John Hagee, who gave $1 million to the United Jewish Appeal 
the following month in hopes of hastening End Times, told the crowd 
that the Jewish return to the Holy Land was prophesy of the “rapidly 
approaching . . . final moments of history.” Then he brought them to a 
frenzy chanting “Not one inch! Not one inch!” —a reference to how 
much of the West Bank should be transferred to Palestinian control. 

When Netanyahu spoke to the press about it, he downplayed the sig- 
nificance of the meeting. “I talk to liberals, I talk to conservatives,” he 
said. “I talk to Jews, I talk to non-Jews. These meetings reflect the fact 
that Israel enjoys support from diverse circles in the U.S. We don’t 
relate indifferently or condescendingly toward any of our friends.”” 

But according to Richard N. Haass, a former National Security 
Council official under George H.W. Bush, Netanyahu was playing 
hardball. “This was a way for [Netanyahu] to push back,” said Haass. 
“If the White House was trying to make Mr. Netanyahu pay a price 
domestically for his lack of cooperation, essentially Mr. Netanyahu was 
sending a return signal: “Iwo can play at this game. I can spend more 
time with your political opponents and this is something that can come 
back to bite you in 1998 and 2000.’”* 

From the Washington Post to the New York Times, the Chicago Tri- 
bune to the Los Angeles Times, news of Netanyahu’s meeting with 
Falwell was everywhere. When Netanyahu walked into the Oval 
Office, Clinton admonished him for the snub. 

“Bibi [Netanyahu] told me later,” Falwell recalled, “that the next 
morning, Bill Clinton said, ‘I know where you were last night.’”” 

Equally important, the Monica Lewinsky sex scandal had finally 
started to get traction. It made Imus in the Morning, Don Imus’s nation- 
ally syndicated radio show, that morning.® The Manchester, New Hamp- 
shire, Union-Leader had written about it. Newsweek was working on 
something. “While [Netanyahu] was sitting there, he was in a very diffi- 
cult spot,” Falwell said. “The pressure was really on him to give away the 
farm in Israel. But while he was sitting there, someone came in and whis- 
pered in Mr. Clinton’s ear and Mr. Clinton turned several colors. Some- 
one was telling him that the cat was out of the bag on Monica Lewinsky. 
The meeting was terminated. Mr. Clinton had to save himself. The 
demands [to relinquish West Bank territory] that would have been forth- 
coming of Israel, which would have been terrible, were not made. 
Netanyahu flew back to Israel. He was very funny when he told me 
about it. He said Israel was saved by Monica Lewinsky.”* 
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Four days later, on January 26, 1998, the neoconservative Project for a 
New American Century (PNAC) drafted a letter to President Clinton 
calling for Saddam’s removal from power.” Not unlike the Cold War 
front groups of the seventies, PNAC’s signatories included many of the 
usual neocon suspects and other hard-liners.* Specifically, it urged Clin- 
ton “to turn your Administration’s attention to implementing a strategy 
for removing Saddam’s regime from power. . . . If you act now to end the 
threat of weapons of mass destruction against the U.S. or its allies, you 
will be acting in the most fundamental national security interests of the 
country. If we accept a course of weakness and drift, we put our interests 
and our future at risk.” 

Weakened by the Monica Lewinsky sex scandal, Clinton had effectively 
been sandbagged by the neocons. “This was a key moment,” said one State 
Department official. “The neocons were maneuvering to put this issue in 
play and box Clinton in. Now, they could draw a dichotomy. They could 
argue to their next candidate, ‘Clinton was weak. You must be strong. ” 

It was early in the presidential season, but already George W. Bush, 
as a popular governor in a populous state, was a leading Republican 
candidate. Whether or not he would be the first choice of the neocons 
was another question entirely. After all, the last thing they wanted was 
a replica of his father. 

What they did not yet know was that George W. Bush also had no 
desire to replicate his father’s presidency. Much as he loved him, a friend 
of the family observed, “He hated and resented being the other George 
Bush, having to live up to that résumé. He was constantly facing this 
challenge of carving out an image and identity that was his own.” 

Given his lack of knowledge when it came to foreign policy, his lim- 
ited experience as a hands-on executive, and the extraordinary bureau- 
cratic skills of the neocons, George W. Bush was an exceedingly easy 
mark. “This guy was a tabula rasa,” said a State Department source 
who later became a critic of Bush. “He was an empty vessel. He was so 
ripe for the plucking.” 


*The complete list consisted of Elliott Abrams, Richard L. Armitage, William J. 
Bennett, Jeffrey Bergner, John Bolton, Paula Dobriansky, Francis Fukuyama, Robert 
Kagan, Zalmay Khalilzad, William Kristol, Richard Perle, Peter W. Rodman, Donald 
Rumsfeld, William Schneider Jr., Vin Weber, Paul Wolfowitz, R. James Woolsey, and 
Robert B. Zoellick. 
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Dog Whistle Politics 


ils August 1998, former president George H.W. and Barbara Bush 
spent their summer vacation at Walker’s Point in Kennebunkport, 
Maine, as usual. When Bush was president, vital matters of state such as 
Saddam Hussein’s 1990 invasion of Kuwait had often disrupted his sum- 
mer vacations. Now, however, Bush had been out of the White House for 
more than five years, and Bill Clinton had to deal with incessant intru- 
sions into his summer idyll—Saddam and impeachment, Saddam and 
impeachment.* By contrast, the elder George Bush amused himself with 
his latest extravagance, a new high-speed Cigarette boat called Fidelity. 
He played golf. Kevin Costner visited him.' And he eagerly awaited the 
September publication of A World Transformed, the Gulf War memoir he 
had coauthored with his close friend, former national security adviser 
Brent Scowcroft. 

The former president also managed to keep under wraps a delicate but 
vital mission close to his heart. At his invitation, two celebrated visitors 
were secretly ensconced at Walker’s Point—his son George W. Bush and 
Condoleezza Rice, a protégé of Scowcroft who served as special assistant 
to Bush 41 on Soviet affairs from 1989 to 1991 and then had become 
provost of Stanford University. George W. and Condi discussed foreign 
policy as they ran side by side on treadmills in the gym at the Bushes’ 
rambling compound. “We talked a lot about America’s role in the 


*On August 20, in hopes of killing an obscure terrorist named Osama bin Laden, 
Clinton ordered bombing strikes against terrorist training sites in Afghanistan and the 
Sudan. In response, Republican critics lashed out at him as the “Wag the Dog” pres- 
ident, asserting the only reason for the attacks was to distract the public from the 
Monica Lewinsky sex scandal that was in full bloom. The “Wag the Dog” reference is 
to the 1998 film starring Dustin Hoffman, Robert De Niro, and Anne Heche, about 
a phony war that is started to distract the public from a presidential sex scandal. 
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world,” Rice later explained. “[George W.] was doing due diligence on 
whether or not to run for president.” 

In November, George W. won reelection as governor of Texas with 69 
percent of the vote. His brother Jeb won a convincing victory as gover- 
nor of Florida as well, but when it came to the 2000 presidential race, 
George had an insurmountable four-year head start over his sibling. If he 
had any doubts about running for the presidency, they were soon dis- 
pelled. Shortly after the election, he and his mother went to Highland 
Park Methodist Church in Dallas, where Pastor Mark Craig preached a 
rather pointed sermon about Moses’s reluctance to lead his people. As 
Craig put it, Moses told God, “Sorry God, I’m busy. I’ve got a family. 
I’ve got sheep to attend. I’ve gota life.” Then Craig added that people are 
“starved for leaders who have ethical and moral courage.” 

Barbara Bush turned to her son. “He was talking to you,” she said. 

Bush said it was the best sermon he’d ever heard.‘ Then he phoned 
James Robison, the fiery Southern Baptist evangelist who hosted the TV 
show Life Today.** “I’ve heard the call,” Bush told him.‘ “I believe God 


wants me to run for president.” 


At the same time, Iraq was back in the news. More than seven years after 
he had been defeated in the Gulf War, Saddam was still in power, taunt- 
ing the United States. In August, he defied United Nations Special 
Commission (UNSCOM) weapons inspectors. 

In response, at the behest of the Republican-controlled Congress, 
Clinton signed the 1998 Iraq Liberation Act, thereby committing support 
to democratic opposition to Saddam. That included Ahmed Chalabi’s 
Iraqi National Congress, even though the administration still regarded 
Chalabi with suspicion. “He represents four or five guys in London 
who wear nice suits and have a fax machine,” a Clinton official told the 
Chicago Tribune.’ 

To the dismay of Centcom (Central Command) commander General 
Anthony Zinni, who had operational control of U.S. combat forces in 
the Middle East, the Iraq Liberation Act gave Chalabi a chance to draw 
up new plans to overthrow Saddam. “It got me pretty angry,” Zinni said. 
“They were saying if you put a thousand troops on the ground Saddam’s 
regime will collapse, they won’t fight. I said, ‘I fly over them every day, 


*Robison was expelled from the Southern Baptist Convention when he became a 
charismatic Christian and asserted his belief in speaking in tongues, healing, and 
other “gifts of the Holy Spirit.” 
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and they shoot at us. We hit them, and they shoot at us again. No way a 
thousand forces would end it.’ The exile group was giving them inaccu- 
rate intelligence. Their scheme was ridiculous.” Zinni warned Congress 
that Chalabi’s plan is “pie in the sky, a fairy tale.” 

At the time, Washington was bitterly divided along partisan lines over 
the Clinton impeachment. But Brent Scowcroft did not join the melee. 
Unlike most of his neocon adversaries, he was a military man, a West 
Point graduate who had become a lieutenant general in the air force and 
who, over the years, had risen to the top of the national security infra- 
structure. Understated but resolute, Scowcroft had served as a military 
assistant to Richard Nixon when Henry Kissinger spotted him as some- 
one who was willing to fight tenaciously for his positions.’ 

On this occasion, he supported the Clinton administration’s policy of 
threatening to bomb Iraq—and carrying out those threats, if necessary. 
The president was “ina really grim position,” Scowcroft said at the time, 
and had few options except air strikes.” “There’s no question that Sad- 
dam is going to continue to play games,” he added. “But we have to 
remember what our objective is. And our objective is to keep the sanc- 
tions on so he can’t rebuild his conventional forces and be able to inspect 
to ensure that he cannot rebuild his weapons of mass destruction. ”*" In 
other words, he advocated containment more than regime change. 


Meanwhile, George W. Bush’s key advisers— Karen Hughes, Karl Rove, 
Don Evans, and Joseph Allbaugh—had started putting together a road 
map to the White House.” His conversations with Prince Bandar and 
Condoleezza Rice notwithstanding, Bush was a blank slate when it 
came to international relations. “Is he comfortable with foreign policy? 
I would say not,” said Scowcroft, adding that Bush’s only real experience 
“was being around when his father was in his many different jobs. ”” 

Condoleezza Rice, however, did not judge her student particularly 
harshly. “I think his basic instincts about foreign policy and what needed 
to be done were there: rebuilding military strength, the importance of 
free trade, the big countries with uncertain futures,” she said. “Our job 
was to help him fill in the details.” 

Nevertheless, to compensate for Bush’s dearth of expertise, she 
assembled a team of eight experienced foreign policy advisers to give the 
candidate a crash course about the rest of the world. They called them- 


*On this occasion, Saddam once again relented and allowed inspectors uncondi- 
tional access to all suspect weapons sites in Iraq. 


162 TELE *FA Dib" O FARE TLOUSEOF BUSH 


selves the Vulcans*— Richard Armitage, who had served in a wide 
variety of roles for George H.W. Bush; Robert Blackwill, former pres- 
idential assistant for European and Soviet affairs for the former presi- 
dent; Stephen Hadley, the former U.S. assistant secretary of defense; 
Richard Perle, another assistant secretary of defense; Condi Rice; Paul 
Wolfowitz; Dov Zakheim, a former deputy under secretary of defense; 
and Robert Zoellick, who had been aide to James Baker when he was 
secretary of state. Their first meeting in Austin was also attended by 
Dick Cheney and former secretary of state George Shultz." 

Now the battle for Bush’s favor began. After all, his father, James 
Baker, and Brent Scowcroft epitomized the policies of moderate realism 
that the neocons abhorred. With disciples such as Condi Rice, Robert 
Zoellick, and other alumni of Bush 41’s administration on board, some 
neocons feared that if elected, Bush would merely leave them out in the 
cold once again. As a result, Bill Kristol, Jeane Kirkpatrick, and James 
Woolsey all backed Arizona senator John McCain instead. But other 
neocons, among them Elliott Abrams, Richard Perle, Paul Wolfowitz, 
held out hope. After all, just because many of these advisers were hand- 
me-downs from his father’s era didn’t necessarily mean they shared all 
his views —or that they couldn’t be outfoxed. 


By this time, neoconservatism had been around for roughly thirty years 
and a second generation of neocons had come of age. To understand how 
a small cadre of ideologues had evolved into the intellectual vanguard for 
a radical right-wing movement, it is helpful to understand their geneal- 
ogy. Take William Kristol, for example, the founding editor, with John 
Podhoretz, in 1994 of the Rupert Murdoch-owned, neoconservative 
bible The Weekly Standard and cofounder, with Robert Kagan, of 
Project for a New American Century. In addition to his work with the 
Weekly Standard and PNAC, Kristol was a commentator on Fox News, 
a regular talking head on political chat shows on other networks, a con- 
tributor to publications by the American Enterprise Institute, and, later, 
a speechwriter for George W. Bush. In addition to writing speeches for 
Ronald Reagan and George H.W. Bush, John Podhoretz was also a 
contributor to Murdoch-owned properties such as the New York Post 
and Fox News, and, later, to other conservative outlets including a blog 
run by the conservative National Review. As for Kagan, he had worked 


*The term was a reference to a prominent statue of Vulcan, the god of fire and 
metalworking, in Rice’s hometown of Birmingham, Alabama. 


DOG WHISHEE POLITICS 163 


in the State Department in the Reagan administration, served as foreign 
policy adviser to former congressman Jack Kemp, been a senior associ- 
ate at the Carnegie Endowment for International Peace, and wrote for 
the Weekly Standard, the New Republic, and the Washington Post. 

As it happened, all three men came from prominent neoconservative 
families. Kristol is the son of neocon godfather Irving Kristol and 
Gertrude Himmelfarb, a conservative cultural critic and professor at the 
City University of New York. The son of neocon icons Norman Pod- 
horetz and Midge Decter, John Podhoretz counted among his siblings 
and half siblings Naomi Decter, a public relations executive who wrote 
for the Wall Street Journal, the New Republic, and Commentary; Rachel 
Decter, a Washington lawyer who married Elliott Abrams, the neocon 
Iran-contra convict* who held key foreign policy positions for Ronald 
Reagan and George W. Bush, in what Norman Podhoretz called “the 
closest thing to the arranged marriage that the modern world allowed”;” 
and Ruthie Podhoretz Blum, a writer for the Jerusalem Post and self- 
styled doyenne of the right-wing Bohemian set in Jerusalem. As for 
Robert Kagan, his father, Donald, a Yale historian, and his brother, Fred- 
erick,’ a military historian at West Point and a scholar at the American 
Enterprise Institute, are both highly visible neocon activist-writers,'* and, 
in the Bush-Cheney administration, his neocon wife, Victoria Nuland, 
served as ambassador to Turkey and ambassador to NATO. 

In other words, even though their ideology was obscure at best to the 
vast majority of Americans, these three families alone promoted the 
neocon cause at the Weekly Standard, the New York Post, Fox News, 
the Wall Street Journal editorial pages, Commentary, the Coalition for 
the Free World, the American Enterprise Institute, Harvard, Yale, Cor- 
nell, West Point, the Project fora New American Century, the Commit- 
tee on the Present Danger, the U.S. State Department, the National 
Security Council—not to mention the White House in no fewer than 
five administrations beginning in 1981. Yet their influence went much 
further than even that list suggests because each institution with which 
they were affiliated was able to nourish scores of other neoconservative 
protégés. Thus, at Commentary, the Podhoretz clan published neocon 
stars such as Jeane Kirkpatrick, who later became U.N. ambassador; 


* Abrams was convicted on two counts of illegally withholding information from 
Congress. 

‘Frederick Kagan, along with General Jack Keane, is credited with being one of the 
intellectual architects of the so-called surge through which President Bush sent more 
U.S. troops to Iraq in 2007. 
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Harvard Soviet specialist Richard Pipes, of Team B fame, whose son 
Daniel became a hard-line Likudnik;'’ Elliott Abrams; Francis 
Fukuyama; Douglas Feith; Joshua Muravchik; David Wurmser; David 
Frum;” and many, many others. Likewise, the Weekly Standard pub- 
lished Fred Barnes, David Brooks, Harvey Mansfield, Charles 
Krauthammer, Reuel Marc Gerecht, and many mond” 

This was the neocon infrastructure, a conglomeration of well-funded, 
heavily ideological institutions that were often obscure to the general 
public but provided secure oases for scores of right-wing policy intellec- 
tuals and one echo chamber after another to reinforce their ideology. “It 
is a closed loop intellectually, personally, and socially,” said one Wash- 
ington colleague of the neocons who watched their ascendancy. “But it 
operates very effectively because of all the personal relationships.” 

All of which made for a cozy, tightly knit affluent intellectual com- 
munity in the upscale Washington suburbs of McLean, Virginia; 
Rockville, Maryland; Chevy Chase, Maryland; and the like in which 
David and Meyrav Wurmser; Michael and Barbara Ledeen; and Richard 
Perle and his wife, Leslie Barr, all worked together, socialized together, 
and shared affiliations.* Composed of Ivy League-ish intellectuals 
from Harvard, Yale, Columbia, University of Chicago, and USC, they 
were, by and large, cosmopolitan aesthetes who even named their dogs 
after great artists and writers from Rembrandt (Perle’s)” to Thurber 
(Michael Ledeen’s Airedale terrier).” 

A hard-line hawk with a refined palate and a vacation home in 
Provence (where Jeane Kirkpatrick was a neighbor), Perle had tastes, for 
example, that ran to Beluga caviar and Monte Cristo cigars, Gauloise cig- 
arettes and bread imported from his favorite Parisian boulangerie.* 
Renowned in neocon circles for whipping up sumptuous repasts—his 


*Some of those affiliations include: David Wurmser (American Enterprise Institute, 
The Washington Institute for Near East Policy, “A Clean Break,” the Weekly Stan- 
dard, the Washington Times, the Wall Street Journal; represented by Benador Associ- 
ates, the neoconservative public relations firm); Meyrav Wurmser (the Hudson 
Institute, cofounder of the Middle East Media Research Institute, “A Clean Break,” 
National Review, New York Post, the Weekly Standard, the Washington Times, 
Benador Associates); Michael Ledeen (AEI, founding member of Jewish Institute for 
National Security Affairs, National Review Online, represented by Benador Associ- 
ates); Barbara Ledeen (former executive director of neocon Independent Women’s 
Forum, of which Lynne Cheney was a board member); and Richard Perle (AEI, the 
Hudson Institute, Jewish Institute for National Security Affairs, Project for a New 
American Century, the Wall Street Journal, the Washington Times, the Weekly Stan- 
dard, Benador Associates). 
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specialty is his delicate lemon and grapefruit soufflé*—his kitchen, 
according to The New Yorker, is an almost exact replica of the extraordi- 
nary professional kitchen he describes in his roman a clef, Hard Line.*”* 

“The group changes from time to time,” said Meyrav Wurmser, the 
Israeli- American who coauthored “A Clean Break” with her husband, 
David Wurmser, and his mentor Richard Perle.” “But we are all very 
friendly to each other. The ones in Virginia [Elliott Abrams and his 
wife, Rachel, and Bill Kristol] are not our immediate circle. But [for the 
families in Maryland], the kids are in the same schools, we live in the 
same neighborhoods, and our kids know each other... . 

“Tt’s like a collection of really brainy people. ... Everyone in this 
crowd is smart, but Doug [Feith] is one person whose sheer power of 
intellect... He’s incredible. ... And Richard [Perle] is a great cook. He 
can cook soufflés, he’s just an amazing cook, an incredible human 
being, really warm, not at all like he is made out to be.... And I just 
love [Michael Ledeen]. He’s got the cutest dog, named Thurber.” 


Meanwhile, in the heart of Texas hill country, the land of barbecue and 
Dr. Pepper, the next Bush presidency was taking shape. Initially, the 
media assumed that a new Bush administration would effectively be a 
continuation of the ancien régime. By and large, it portrayed Bush as a 
centrist who was only slightly to the right of Bill Clinton and Al Gore— 
“on the forty-seven yard line in one direction,” as the New Republic 
quoted Lanny Davis, a White House counsel for Clinton, while Gore 
was “on the forty-seven yard line in the other.”* 

In late 1998 and early 1999, however, Paul Wolfowitz and Richard 
Perle, both of whom had been dyed-in-the-wool Scoop Jackson—Albert 
Wohlstetter neocons for more than two decades, semi-secretly began 


*As described in Hard Line, the kitchen is “replete with indoor charcoal grill, 
restaurant stove, sixty linear feet of counter space, and a batterie de cuisine worthy of 
a good-sized restaurant. Recessed halogen lights played on a huge collection of 
brightly polished copper pots hanging from a large oval oak rack suspended from the 
ceiling. A copper marmite gurgled on the stove, the white porcelain tureen into 
which its contents would be placed by its side.” 

A review of Hard Line in Library Journal concluded, “In his first novel, a Reagan- 
era assistant secretary of defense (ASD) pits Michael Waterman, an ASD suspiciously 
like his creator, against duplicitous Russians and naive State Department functionar- 
ies... . Essentially a platform for voicing the author’s belief that the tough policies he 
advocates caused the collapse of the Soviet empire, the novel features excellent prose, 
tiny plot, and minimal characterization. For Washington insiders and the largest 
public libraries.” 
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making their pilgrimage to the governor’s mansion in Austin. “They 
were brought in and out under very tight security,” said a source who 
was in Bush’s office at the time. “They snuck in, and snuck out. They 
didn’t hold press conferences. Rove didn’t want people to know what 
they were doing or what they were saying.” 

During these meetings, the neocons finally saw Bush as someone 
who would not necessarily repeat his father’s policies, but as a tabula 
rasa who would be quite open to theirs. “The first time I met Bush 43, 
I knew he was different,” said Richard Perle.” “Two things became 
clear. One, he didn’t know very much. The other was he had the confi- 
dence to ask questions that revealed he didn’t know very much. Most 
people are reluctant to say when they don’t know something —a word 
or aterm they haven’t heard before. Not him.” 

At the time, Brent Scowcroft, James Baker, and other moderates 
allied with Bush 41 were not particularly alarmed by the presence of 
Wolfowitz and other neocons in Austin. “Everyone looked at it in a 
benign way because Wolfowitz was part of the old DOD crew,” said a 
former State Department official who had worked with Elliott Abrams. 
“The idea that Wolfowitz and the neocons represented a great ideolog- 
ical shift away from Scowcroft’s group of realists was not yet clear.” 
Even though the neocons had coalesced into a formidable ideological 
force and had made plain their intentions about Iraq on a number of 
occasions, Scowcroft and Baker assumed the new Bush presidency 
would be a continuation of the realist school. 

Now the education of George W. Bush got under way. The future 
president had only been to Europe once in his entire life, to visit his 
daughter in Italy,” and when it came to foreign policy, had no intellec- 
tual framework whatsoever. “His ignorance of the world cannot be 
overstated,” said the State Department source. 

“Then Wolfowitz and Rice started going down to Austin to tutor 
Bush in foreign policy,” the source added. “Bush’s grandiose vision 
emerged out of those tutorials with Rice tutoring him on global history 
and Wolfowitz laying out his scheme to remake the world. 

“The whole view of these people was that the next president was not 
to be a passive actor, but was to shape the world to U.S. interests. That 
was the message Rice and Wolfowitz were giving to Bush. Rice was the 
one giving tutorials on the Westphalian nation-state concept* and the 


* Many historians trace the birth of the international system that exists today to the 
Peace of Westphalia in 1648, which was crucial to establishing the principle of sover- 
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idea that we were entering some sort of 1947-like transitional period in 
which the United States could shape the world.” 

Because he had been her mentor, Scowcroft assumed that Rice would 
represent the realist point of view in tutoring Bush. But in fact she was 
far more closely aligned with the neocons than he realized. “She was 
certainly a fellow traveler,” said the State Department official. “She 
came at it more with a high-level academic approach while the other 
guys were operational. [Her role] was a surprise to Scowcroft. She had 
been a protégée and the idea that she was going along with them was 
very frustrating to him.” 

Colin Powell, a key figure among Bush 41’s moderates, was absent 
during this period. “That’s a critical fact,” the official added. “The very 
peculiar personal relationship between Rice and Bush solidified during 
these tutorials and Wolfowitz established himself as the intellectual 
face of the neocons and the whole PNAC crew.” 

When it came to the most explosive region in the world, Wolfowitz 
persuaded Bush that a broader approach to the Middle East was neces- 
sary than merely focusing on the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. “Wolf- 
owitz had gotten to Bush, and this is where Bush thought he would be 
seen as a great genius. Wolfowitz convinced him that the solution to the 
Israeli-Palestinian problem was to leap over this constant conflict and to 
remake the context in which the conflict was taking place; that democ- 
racies don’t fight each other. [He convinced Bush] that the fundamen- 
tal problem was the absence of democracy in the Middle East and that 
therefore we needed to promote democracy in the Middle East, and out 
of that there would be a solution to the Israeli-Palestinian conflict.” 

Marrying American power to a new version of American exceptional- 
ism," Wolfowitz and his colleagues asserted that the United States was a 
powerful voice for good, and as such was duty-bound to replace brutal 
Middle East dictators with Western-style democracy that would sweep 
through the entire region. The road to peace in Jerusalem, Wolfowitz said, 
ran through Baghdad, Damascus, even Tehran. 

It is not clear whether Bush fully grasped the implications of these 
proposed policies. Envisioning a domino theory that was the reverse of 
Cold War fantasies that led the United States into Vietnam, the neocons 
put forth the audacious call for a permanent “neo-war” in the Middle 


eign states, the right of political self-determination, the principle of equality between 
states, and the principle of nonintervention of one state in the internal affairs of 
another. 
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East, for wars in Iraq, Syria, and even Iran, colossal wars that would 
sweep through the entire Middle East and affect the entire world.” 


Meanwhile, Scowcroft and Baker were conspicuously absent from 
Bush’s emerging brain trust.” It was widely known that Bush blamed 
Baker for the failure of his father’s campaign to win reelection as presi- 
dent in 1992.* But that was the least of it. Baker and Scowcroft were not 
just his father’s best friends and alter egos, they were the “Wise Men” of 
their era, commanding figures on the world stage who epitomized and 
implemented multilateral realist policies, who helped Bush senior bring 
the Cold War to a triumphant end and drive Saddam out of Kuwait. 

“Then it started becoming clear to Scowcroft that they were not 
welcome,” said the State Department source. “It was nothing specific, 
just that they were not being sought out, that they were not invited.” 

Keeping them out was anything but an oversight. “George W. did it 
to show his defiance,” said another source, a friend of the family. “That 
did not reflect disrespect for his dad. It was more to have his own 
identity, to have his own record. He almost had to go out of his way to 
avoid anyone connected to his father. He constantly faced this challenge 
of carving out an identity of his own. ... When he was gearing up to 
run and the money was flowing in and people were making these 
showboat trips down to Austin, he told me, “You’re not going to see 
any Jim Bakers around me when I’m in office.’ ” 

As the spring of 1999 approached, Bush openly began to differenti- 
ate himself from his father. “Pll be a different candidate than the previ- 
ous George Bush who ran for president.. .” he told a Dallas reporter. 
“It shouldn’t surprise you that there will be new names and new people 
involved. Second, people working for me will be conservative-minded 
people.”* At the time, however, very few people realized Bush was 
allowing the neocons to push aside his father’s realists. 

In view of the ongoing problems with Iraq, Scowcroft’s absence was 
particularly significant, especially given his commitment to contain- 
ment rather than regime change. After all, both he and the elder George 
Bush felt strongly that history had vindicated their decision not to 
march to Baghdad. “Trying to eliminate Saddam...” they wrote in A 
World Transformed, “would have violated our guideline about not 
changing objectives in midstream, engaging in ‘mission creep,’ and would 
have incurred incalculable human and political costs... . We would 
have been forced to occupy Baghdad, and, in effect, rule Iraq. The coali- 
tion would have instantly collapsed, the Arabs deserting it 1n anger. ... 
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“Furthermore, we had been self-consciously trying to set a pattern 
for handling aggression in the post-Cold War world. Going in and 
occupying Iraq, thus unilaterally exceeding the United Nations man- 
date, would have destroved the precedent of international response to 
aggression that we hoped to establish. Had we gone the invasion route, 
the United States could conceivably still be an occupying power in a 
bitterly hostile land. It would have been a dramatically different—and 
perhaps barren—outcome.”* 

According to Mickey Herskowitz, who was working on George 
W.’s campaign autobiography at the time, this decision was one in 
which the son explicitly disagreed with his father. “He thought of him- 
self as a superior, more modern politician than his father and Jim Baker. 
He told me, ‘[My father] could have done anything [during the Gulf 
War]. He could have invaded Switzerland. If I had that political capital, 
I would have taken Iraq. ”” 

Likewise, Bush felt that military success was vital to a triumphant 
presidency. According to Herskowitz, Bush said, “One of the keys to 
being seen as a great leader is to be seen as a commander in chief... . I’m 
going to get everything passed that I want to get passed and I’m going 
to have a successful presidency.” 

“We talked about it in terms of his dad’s decision making during the 
Gulf War and how he would be different from his dad,” said Her- 
skowitz.” “It was clear that he felt that the presidents that are remem- 
bered and are great are the ones that got us through a war. He liked the 
idea of being called commander in chief.” 

By April 1999, key neocons had become convinced that Bush would 
not follow the same path as his father. “He strikes me as tougher-minded 
in some ways than his father,” said Richard Perle. Perle added that Bush 
is likely to take the internationalism displayed by Clinton and Gore even 
further: “There will be sharp differences on almost every foreign and 
security issue.”* A few months later, Norman Podhoretz expressed his 
delight with the neoconservative cast that was emerging among Bush’s 
foreign policy team. “Mr. Wolfowitz has not ruled out using American 
troops to support Iraqi insurgents in toppling Saddam Hussein,” he 
wrote.“ 

Bush’s desire to distinguish himself from his father happened to 
coincide with the neoconservatives’ long-held dreams of remaking the 
entire Middle East. But neither party fully understood the ramifications 
of the agenda they were asserting. “He didn’t have a clue what he was 
letting himself in for,” said a member of his father’s camp. “It was like 
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injecting a cancer into your body. He didn’t have a clue that once he 
gave the neocons a beachhead they would spread. He had no idea what 
was about to happen.” 


Meanwhile, the Bush campaign had also begun cultivating the Christian 
Right as its electoral machine, which was not as easy as it may have 
seemed. To be sure, Bush was very much an authentic evangelical. And, 
thanks to his efforts in his father’s 1988 presidential campaign, the names 
of thousands of Christian evangelical leaders were in his Rolodex—and 
he was in theirs. But his father’s dismal relationship with the Christian 
Right had tarnished his credentials and Bush now faced the challenge of 
harnessing the evangelical vote without alienating moderate Wall Street 
Republicans and independents. 

For the most part, he went about it secretly. On March 1, 1999, Bush 
spoke before the Nashville-based Southern Baptists’ Ethics and Religious 
Liberty Commission, which was having its annual meeting in Austin at 
the Great Hills Baptist Church. Mary O’Grady, a radio news reporter, 
was the only journalist in attendance—and after she presented her press 
credentials, she was told that Bush’s talk was closed to the media and was 
asked to leave the premises.” “There’s no telling what he promised those 
bozos,” O’Grady told a reporter.* “I don’t think the country-club 
Republicans here in Texas like his association with those people.” 

On September 24, 1999, Bush met with a group of right-wing reli- 
gious leaders called the Madison Project at the Hay-Adams Hotel on 
Lafayette Square across from the White House. Those in attendance 
included homeschooling advocate Michael Farris, Tim and Beverly 
LaHaye, Paul Weyrich, and Peter Marshall, author and “Christian 
nation” advocate, among others.“ Well aware that he was an unknown 
quantity, Bush told them how Jesus came “into his heart” after his 
1985 encounter with Billy Graham in Kennebunkport. “He was not a 
bit ashamed or reticent to [share his testimony],” Peter Marshall said.” 
“That was very encouraging to all of us.” 

When it came to gay rights, according to Marshall, “[Bush] said to us, 
‘Rest assured, ... I would not appoint somebody to a position who was 
an open homosexual.’ At the same time, he said that if he found out that 
somebody who was already doing a good job was a homosexual, ‘I 
wouldn’t necessarily can him because he’s a homosexual.’”* After the 
meeting, Michael Farris, the leader of the group, told conservative 
columnist Cal Thomas, “I think Bush is acceptable. I'll support him if 


he’s the nominee.”” 


EO 
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About two weeks later, on October 9, 1999, Bush went to San Anto- 
nio, Texas, to address the Council for National Policy, whose member- 
ship consisted of political operatives, elected officials, military leaders, 
conservative broadcasters, corporate executives, financiers, and the 
like, and was effectively a who’s who of the New Right.* “Ronald 
Reagan, both George Bushes, senators and cabinet members—you 
name it, almost anyone of consequence has been to speak before the 
Council,” said Jerry Falwell, who was a member. “It is a group of four 
or five hundred of the biggest conservative guns in the country. It is the 
group that draws the battle lines. It is on the Right what the Council for 
Foreign Relations is for the Left.”* 

But when Skipp Porteous, national director of the Institute for First 
Amendment Studies, a watchdog group based in Massachusetts, tried to 
find out what Bush said, he discovered that extraordinary precautions had 
been taken to ensure that Bush’s speech did not leak out to the press. 
Eager to find out what Bush had told the Council, Porteous ordered tapes 
from Skynet Media, the company that recorded the event.” But, accord- 
ing to Morton Blackwell, executive director of the CNP, the Bush cam- 
paign declined to release them. Ari Fleischer, spokesman for the Bush 


* According to a phone book for the Council for National Policy obtained by the 
author, a partial list of roughly several hundred CNP members in 1996 included 
Richard V. Allen, former national security adviser under Reagan; Gary Bauer, former 
Republican presidential candidate and head of the Family Research Council; Morton 
Blackwell, president of The Leadership Institute; Richard Bott, of the Bott Broadcast- 
ing Company; Brent Bozell, chairman of the Media Research Institute; Larry Burkett 
of the Campus Crusade for Christ and Christian Financial Concepts; Congressman 
Dan Burton (R-Ind.); Holland Coors and Jeffrey Coors, of the Colorado beer family; 
Congressman William Dannemeyer (R-Calif.); James Dobson, president of Focus on 
the Family; Congressman Robert Dornan (R-Calif.); Jerry Falwell, Liberty Univer- 
sity; Edwin Feulner Jr., the Heritage Foundation; George Gilder, supply-side econo- 
mist; Donald Hodel, former secretary of energy and secretary of the interior; Texas 
billionaire Nelson Bunker Hunt; Reed Irvine, chairman of Accuracy in Media; Bob 
Jones III, president of Bob Jones University; David Keene, chairman of the American 
Conservative Union; Congressman Jack Kemp (R-N.Y.); Dr. D. James Kennedy, 
Coral Ridge Presbyterian Church; Congressman Alan Keyes (R-Md.); Senator Jon 
Kyl (R-Ariz.); Beverly LaHaye; Tim LaHaye; Marlin Maddoux, president, USA 
Radio Network; Ed McAteer, president, The Religious Roundtable; former attorney 
general Ed Meese; conservative activist Grover Norquist; Lieutenant Colonel Oliver 
North, North American Enterprises; Howard Phillips, chairman, The Conservative 
Caucus; Ralph Reed, the Christian Coalition; Pat Robertson, Christian Broadcasting 
Network and Regent University; Phyliis Schlafly, president, Eagle Forum; Richard 
Viguerie, conservative political strategist; Doug Wead; Paul Weyrich; and Donald 
Wildmon of the American Family Association. 


172 THE PADRE ORTHE HOS Boor (BUSH 


campaign, declined to characterize the speech. “When we go to meetings 
that are private, they remain private,” he told the New York Times.” 


As a result, while Bush wooed the Christian Right, most of the elec- 
torate—at least the secular electorate—was in the dark as to exactly 
what that meant. One reason, as Stephen Bates pointed out in the Weekly 
Standard, was that over time the Christian Right had mastered “the 
grammar of secular politics,” eschewing fiery rhetoric for less polarizing 
mainstream language.” Fundamentalist political activists working for Pat 
Robertson had distributed leaflets telling volunteers how to “Rule the 
World for God” without revealing their real agenda. “Give the impres- 
sion that you are there to work for the party, not push an ideology,” read 
one flyer. “Hide your strength. Don’t flaunt your Christianity.”” 

Robertson had shown he could win millions of votes. But his affinity 
for supernatural Pentecostal practices such as speaking in tongues and 
his conspiracy theories about the Illuminati and the Freemasons scared 
off Republican moderates. In order for a true Christian evangelical to 
win the White House—not a Jimmy Carter, but a real leader of the 
Christian Right who shared its beliefs and politics—he would have to 
have the face and name of someone who was acceptable to Wall Street 
Republicans and moderates. 

Right-wing groups had already begun to take on bland names— 
Concerned Women for America, Focus on the Family, the Family 
Research Council, the Council for National Policy, etc.—as if to mask 
their ideological and theological colors. In place of D. James Kennedy’s 
inflammatory oratory (“It is dominion we are after. World conquest.”), 
fundamentalists said they wanted “a place at the table.” Instead of 
attacking “secular humanism,” they assailed “political correctness.” 
Indeed, Ralph Reed’s 1996 book, Politically Incorrect, sounded more like 
a Bill Maher production than a book by the director of the Christian 
Coalition.* 

Likewise, Bush and Rove practiced what Lynton Crosby, an Aus- 
tralian colleague of Rove, later called “dog whistle politics” —that is, the 
art of using coded language and campaign practices that mean one 
thing to the general electorate but something else entirely to the targeted 
base. When Bush campaigned with Dallas Cowboys quarterback Roger 


*Regnery Publishing, the right-wing publishing house, took it one step further and 
put out an entire series of Politically Incorrect guides attacking evolution, feminism, 
global warming, and the like. 
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Staubach, secularists merely thought he was hobnobbing with a Super 
Bowl star. Evangelicals, on the other hand, knew he was hanging out 
with one of the faithful. 

To most secularists, Bush’s campaign slogan of “compassionate con- 
servativism” evoked a kinder, gentler, more merciful ethos than the 
divisive slash-and-burn social Darwinism for which some Republi- 
cans were known. This was the theme that defined Bush in the way that 
Bill Clinton was “a man from Hope,” in the way that Ronald Reagan 
promised a new “morning in America.” 

But when one examined the particulars, there was nothing kind or 
gentle about compassionate conservativism. In reality, Marvin Olasky, 
Bush’s “compassionate conservatism” guru, based his ideas on the Chris- 
tian precept of original sin. Born to a Jewish family in Massachusetts, 
Olasky signed up for the Communist Party in 1972,” long after the 
crimes of Stalin had been exposed. By the mid-seventies, however, 
Olasky fell under the influence of fundamentalist theologian Francis 
Schaeffer and did a sharp right turn. Later, when Olasky became a pro- 
fessor at the University of Texas at Austin, he joined the Redeemer 
Presbyterian Church* and became affiliated with explicitly theocratic 
fundamentalists and Christian Reconstructionists — fundamentalists 
who seek to impose biblical values on society at large. 

In large measure, Olasky’s compassionate conservativism was an 
attempt to do exactly that. “Man is sinful and likely to want something 
for nothing,” Olasky wrote.” “Many persons, given the option of work- 
ing, would choose to sit.” As a result, Olasky argued, rather than give 
them a safety net, the government should “make moral demands on 
recipients of aid.” The poor “need the internal pressure to live honored 
and useful lives, modeled after our perfect leader, Christ,” he wrote.* 
Consequently, he argued, our tax dollars should not go to support their 
food, housing, or medical needs. It should go to the churches to convert 
them. 

“The word [compassionate] sounds innocent enough,” asserted Ira 
Chernus, professor of religion at the University of Colorado.” “Behind 
it, though, is a right-wing religious agenda ready and eager for war 
without end. Liberals make a big mistake if they dismiss “compassionate 
conservatism’ as just a hypocritical catchphrase. For the right, it is a seri- 
ous scheme to give tax dollars to churches through so-called faith-based 
initiatives.” 

In other words, George W. Bush’s “compassionate conservatism” 
and “taith-based initiatives” meant that federal tax dollars that might 
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have provided a safety net for the poor would instead subsidize the 
Christian Right with untold millions of dollars. Bush’s dog whistle 
effectively assured evangelicals that they would have a seat not just at the 
table, but that they could also pull up a chair in the Oval Office itself. At 
the time, however, even the most astute, tough-minded, and discerning 
journalists in the country bought Bush’s “compassion” hook, line, and 
sinker. “If compassion and inclusion are his talismans, education his cen- 
terpiece and national unity his promise, we may say a final, welcome 
goodbye to the wedge issues that have divided Americans by race, eth- 
nicity and religious conviction,” wrote E. J. Dionne in the Washington 
Posts" 

Or, as Dana Milbank, also of the Post, put it: “Bush is Clintonian in 
the best sense: he’s got charm, he’s a moderate and he’s run a state with 
success.” 

By seizing control of the language, by framing the debate, Bush, Karl 
Rove, and Olasky had managed to forge a consensus whereby the 
entire political spectrum—everyone from hardcore theocrats to lib- 
eral secularists — supported policies that would aide the Christian Right. 


When it came to Iraq, attentive listeners could sometimes make out the 
real message. In late 1999, Richard Perle returned from a meeting with 
Bush giddy with anticipation that his long-held dreams were about to be 
realized. At an on-the-record breakfast in Washington sponsored by the 
Christian Science Monitor in late November, Perle told a small group of 
reporters that Bush wanted to give a speech that would say “it’s time to 
finish the job. It’s time for Saddam Hussein to go.” Perle added that 
Bush felt that his father’s administration underestimated the Iraqi leader’s 
ability to stay powerful, but that that was understandable.® 

At the time, however, few people seemed to care. After all, this was the 
height of the Clinton boom. The Dow was approaching the 10,000 level 
for the first time in history. Thanks to the dotcom bubble, NASDAQ 
was racing past 4,000 — having soared an astounding 48 percent in just one 
quarter! These were the heady days of dazzlingly rich venture capitalists 
and IPOs, teenage zillionaires, coked-up day traders, and Humvees. 
“Synergy” and “burn rate” were buzz words of the dotcom culture, not 
to mention phrases such as “bricks and mortar” and “clicks and bricks.” 
Foosball tables and Aeron chairs were standard office equipment. Amer- 
ica was fat and happy. The bubble had yet to burst. 

Not surprisingly, only a handful of reporters in the White House 
press corps were paying attention to what the next president might do 
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about Iraq. One of them, Ann McFeatters, the Washington bureau chief 
for the Pittsburgh Post-Gazette and the Toledo Blade, wrote about it in 
the November 24, 1999, Pittsburgh Post-Gazette: “Texas Gov. George W. 
Bush is preparing a speech that will say it is time to get Saddam Hussein 
out of power in Iraq, an implicit admission that his father, former Pres- 
ident George Bush, was wrong, according to a key adviser.” The article 
quoted Perle as saying that Bush would soon call for regime change. * 

Afterward, McFeatters spoke with former president George H.W. 
Bush about it. “When I talked to [Bush 41] he defended his thinking 
about not going after Saddam Hussein,” she said.” “I picked up that the 
son was more hawkish than his father on this... . It wasn’t that big a 
deal at the time.” 

Finally, about a week later, in early December 1999, at a little-noticed 
debate among Republican contenders just as the primary season was 
starting in New Hampshire, Bush went public and vowed to take down 
Saddam. “No one envisioned him still standing,” Bush said.® “It’s time 
to finish the task. And if I found that in any way, shape or form that he 
was developing weapons of mass destruction. Pd take them out. I’m 
surprised he’s still there.” 

Bush’s remarks made it into a few newspapers and several of the Sun- 
day chat shows. But if this was a trial balloon, it was soon punctured. “It 
was a gaffe-free evening for the rookie front-runner, till he was asked 
about Saddam’s weapons stash,” wrote David Nyhan in the Boston 
Globe on December 3.“ “It remains to be seen if that offhand declaration 
of war was just Texas talk, a sort of locker room braggadocio, or whether 
it was Bush’s first big clinker.” 

The next day, Bush backtracked. Thanks to his Texas drawl, the 
phrase “take ’em out” had been misunderstood, he told the New York 
Times. It referred to the weapons—not Saddam himself. “I’m sorry,” he 
told the paper “Them. Them. ... My intent was the weapons—them, 
not him.” 

But Republican insiders knew otherwise. According to Colonel 
Patrick Lang, sometime in the spring of 2000, Stephen Hadley, who later 
became Bush’s national security adviser, told prominent GOP policy 
makers that Bush’s “number-one foreign-policy agenda” would be 
removing Saddam Hussein from power.” Hadley also said that a Bush 
administration would invest little or no political capital in trying to 
resolve the Israel-Palestine conflict, which had dominated the Middle 
East agenda of the Clinton administration. 

His designs on Saddam notwithstanding, publicly Bush attacked Al 
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Gore as if he were the profligate foreign adventurist, laying into his 
Democratic rival in the first presidential debate on October 3, 2000. 
“The vice president and I have a disagreement about the use of troops,” 
Bush said. “He believes in nation-building. I would be very careful 
about using our troops as nation builders. ”” 

Eight days later, at the second debate, Bush went at it again. “Yes, we 
do have an obligation in the world,” he said, “but we can’t be all things 


to all people. .. . [Somalia] started off as a humanitarian mission then 
changed into a nation-building mission, and that’s where the mission 
went wrong.... And so I don’t think our troops ought to be used for 


what’s called nation-building.”® 

To the tens of millions of voters who had their eyes trained on their 
televisions, Bush had put forth a moderate foreign policy with regard to 
the Middle East that was not substantively different from the policy pro- 
posed by Al Gore, or, for that matter, from Bill Clinton’s. Only a few 
people might have guessed a far more radical policy was in the works. In 
the waning weeks of the campaign, Bush’s cautionary words against 
nation-building went out to tens of millions of viewers again and again 
and again. As the November 7, 2000, election approached, Bush’s mes- 
sage was clear: Al Gore would be likely to involve the United States in 
costly foreign adventures. To the media, the consensus was “Candi- 
dates Differ Little on Foreign Policy.” As voters went to the polls, 
Bush’s threat to overthrow Saddam wasn’t even on the radar screen. 


Millions of words have been written about the closest election in the 
modern history of America’s Electoral College—about the bitter, tor- 
tuous legal maneuvering; the vicious propaganda war; the raucous mass 
protests; and the thirty-six days of divisive, convoluted legal battles at 
the county level, at the state level, and the level of the U.S. Supreme 
Court. But America’s greatest electoral dispute was not merely the 
legal and political war that the entire country saw. There was also 
another agenda at play—less visible but perhaps equally important in 
deciding who would occupy the White House. 

When voters awoke on November 8, the outcome was still unre- 
solved. The tally in the Electoral College was so close that Florida’s 
electoral votes would tip the final balance to one candidate or the other. 
At 6:00 a.m., Bush led Gore by 1,784 out of nearly 6 million votes in 
Florida—a margin of three-one-hundredths of one percent. Even that 
infinitesimal lead was in question because of confusingly designed 
“butterfly” ballots, hanging chads, dimpled chads, and swinging 
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chads—the tiny rectangles punched out from data cards —and scores of 
other irregularities. Having blithely dismissed James Baker as someone 
who would never find a place in his administration, Bush, much to his 
chagrin, ended up bringing back his father’s longtime friend, one of the 
most astute political operatives of his era, as field general to oversee the 
ongoing war to win the White House. 

But Katherine Harris was Bush’s secret weapon. A wealthy Floridian 
whose maternal grandfather, Ben Hill Griffin Jr., was one of the state’s 
great robber barons, Harris had grown up midway between Tampa and 
Orlando, in “a godly family,” as she put it, that did evangelical mission- 
ary work in India, Africa, and various Arab countries. Her brother-in- 
law, Wes King, was a well-known contemporary Christian singer. But 
the most profound event in her life was studying under Francis Schaef- 
fer, the influential fundamentalist theologian. “I studied under him at 
L Abri,” she said. “So it’s a faith that is active and real. ... It’s the most 
important thing in my life.”” 

The petite, wasp-waisted Harris was given to short skirts and tight 
sweaters, perfectly coiffed, and was heavily made up enough to become 
the butt of jokes by late-night comedians.” A self-described “wannabe 
Jew” who compared herself to the biblical Queen Esther,*” she was 
elected secretary of state of Florida in 1998 as part of the same slate that 
made Jeb Bush the new governor. 

As secretary of state of Florida, Harris’s job normally carried 
astoundingly little power. But since its duties included oversight of state 
elections,” suddenly she was in a position to determine who would be 
the next president of the United States. Harris was not terribly close to 
Jeb, but by the time of the 2000 presidential race, her political stars 
were clearly aligned with the ascendant Bush brothers. She and Jeb 
campaigned for George in the New Hampshire primary, she served as a 
Bush delegate at the Republican National Convention, and she was one 
of eight cochairs of his campaign in Florida.” As author Jeffrey Toobin 
puts it in Too Close to Call: The Thirty-Six-Day Battle to Decide the 
2000 Election, the definitive book on the election controversy, over the 
next five weeks, Katherine Harris and her office “began acting as a 
wholly owned subsidiary of the George W. Bush campaign.”” 


*In the Bible, Queen Esther, the wife of the Persian king, also known as Xerxes, is 
a woman of great courage who saves the Jews by acknowledging her Jewish identity 
and exposing a plot by Haman to massacre the Jews. 

*The office held so little power that in 1998 Florida voters voted to abolish it at the 
end of Harris’s term. 
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First, there was the matter of the automatic recount. Florida law stip- 
ulated that a margin of less than .5 percent of one percent requires all 
counties in the state to order an automatic recount. In accordance with 
that law, on Wednesday morning, November 8, the day after the elec- 
tion, Clay Roberts of the Florida Division of Elections issued a memo 
saying, “Florida law requires an automatic recount of all votes cast.”” 

But Harris’s office failed to follow its own instructions. Bush campaign 
officials repeatedly said the votes had been “counted and recounted,” but 
that wasn’t true. The votes in eighteen counties were never recounted. 
“Those counties accounted for 1.58 million votes, more than a quarter of 
all the votes cast in the election,” wrote Toobin. “The significance of this 
omission can scarcely be overstated.”” 

Meanwhile, the bitter PR battle over the results ensued, with Bush 
forces successfully characterizing the Democrats as demanding third and 
fourth tallies of ballots that had already been counted — even though the 
complete recount never took place. As the battle continued, increasingly 
time became a foe for the Democrats. That was because of Katherine 
Harris. 

As it happened, Florida election law was not without contradictions, 
and when it came to what was now a vital issue—the deadline for which 
recounts could be submitted—the law was explicitly contradictory. 
According to one section of Florida law, all recounts had to be submit- 
ted by 5:00 p.m. on the seventh day after the election—in this case, 
November 14—after which any additional results “shall be ignored.” 
But another section said “such returns may be ignored.” In other 
words, according to this section, the deadline was a matter of discretion. 
Which was it— may or shall? Harris decided to go with “shall.” Novem- 
ber 14 would be the firm deadline, which effectively ruled out a complete 
recount. Even though Florida’s elections laws called for an automatic 
recount, Harris’s delaying tactics and discretionary decisions made that 
impossible. 

Al Gore’s forces appealed, of course. And the Florida Supreme 
Court overruled Harris’s decision. But the Florida court was over- 
ruled by the U.S. Supreme Court. Harris had made vital decisions that 
helped ensure Bush would become president of the United States. 

Not surprisingly, the Gore campaign expressed concern about Har- 
ris’s loyalties to the Bush camp. But Harris also had an agenda that 
transcended her concerns about her own career or even partisan ties: she 
believed Christian fundamentalists had to rise up and seize the govern- 
ment back from secularists. “If people aren’t involved in helping godly 
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men in getting elected than we’re going to have a nation of secular 
laws,” she later told the Florida Baptist Witness.” “That’s not what our 
founding fathers intended and that’s certainly isn’t what God 
intended ... we need to take back this country. ... And if we don’t get 
involved as Christians then how could we possibly take this back? .. . If 
you are not electing Christians, tried and true, under public scrutiny and 
pressure, if you’re not electing Christians then in essence you are going 
to legislate sin.”* 

She was not the only one who believed God played a central role in 
the election. “I think the prayers of a lot of people tipped that election,” 
said Jerry Falwell.® “I really believe that with all my heart. And I believe 
that five to four vote in the Supreme Court, which could have gone the 
other way, I give God the credit, that he wasn’t finished with us yet.” 

“T think God gave us the man we needed right now,” said James 
Robison, the televangelist in whom Bush sometimes confided. * 

“That’s how both the evangelicals would see it and how [Bush] 
would see it,” said Doug Wead. * “But he’s smart enough not to say he 
would see it that way... . I’m sure that’s how he would see it. That this 
is an opportunity to do what he thinks is right.” 


Once George W. became a candidate, his father had put aside his doubts 
and pulled out all the stops for him. But his father knew his son’s weak- 
nesses. Deep in his bones, the elder Bush must have known that Condi 
Rice’s seminars notwithstanding, when it came to foreign policy, his son 
still knew next to nothing. 

Now came the ultimate test as to whether George W. Bush could live 
up to his father’s expectations. By the time Al Gore conceded the pres- 
idency on December 13, 2000, Bush—now Bush 43 —had already started 
putting together his new administration. Because some of his appointees 
had served his father, to the uninitiated it appeared that Americans 
would be watching reruns of his father’s era. But in fact nothing could be 
further from the truth. 


*Katherine Harris was elected to Congress in 2002 but lost the 2006 senatorial race 
after a corporate campaign donor, a defense contractor named MZM, was tied to the 
bribery scandal that led to the conviction of its founder, Mitchell Wade, and Califor- 
nia congressman Randy “Duke” Cunningham. Radar magazine voted her the dumb- 
est member of Congress, noting that more than twenty-five staffers and consultants 
had voluntarily quit working for her, in part because of “her Stalin-esque management 
style, which includes attacking staffers for . . . screwing up her Starbucks order 
(extra-hot low-foam nonfat venti triple lattes with one packet of Sweet ’N Low).” 
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Bush had won his father’s approval by giving up alcohol, bringing in 
the evangelicals to help win the 1988 election, and working with Karl 
Rove to put together a powerful, disciplined political machine. Now, 
thanks to his unfinished psychic agenda, he was intent upon going his 
father one better. “He had to have his own record,” said one friend of the 
family. “So he almost had to go out of his way to avoid people who had 
been close to his father and instead almost sought out people who had 
been adversaries.” 

Unprepared to wield power, yet imbued with an overwhelming need 
to feel he embodied transcendental greatness, he was precisely the right 
kind of cipher to embrace a vision of American exceptionalism shared by 
both the evangelicals and the neocons. Consequently, the younger 
George Bush put together a team that was his father’s worst nightmare, 
a team whose utopian dreams challenged the very policies at the heart of 
his father’s legacy. For decades, both the neocons and the evangelicals 
had waged war against the policies of George H.W. Bush. At last they 
had both found a new leader—his son. 
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Grandmaster Cheney 


f there was one single inscrutable figure who was vital to shaping the 

destiny of the new administration, it was Dick Cheney. In previous 
incarnations, as chief of staff to President Ford, as a congressman, and as 
secretary of defense, Cheney had projected, as one of his colleagues 
put it, an image “of quiet, focused competence and comfortable (if not 
effusive and outgoing) professional collegiality.”! But there was a lot that 
was not known about the new vice president—either because he con- 
cealed it, or because it had grown within him later in life. 

Neither an evangelical nor a neocon, Cheney was a nationalist whose 
worldview grew out of what had been called “Midwestern American 
isolationism” before World War II, but which, over time, had evolved 
into a militaristic unilateralism combined with a belief in an extraordi- 
narily powerful executive branch. In fact, he had always been much 
farther to the right than most people realized. His restrained demeanor 
belied his extreme partisanship. This was the young man who saw the 
Watergate scandal as a brutal assault by Democrats against the presi- 
dency and the powers of the executive. This was the White House chief 
of staff who had joined Donald Rumsfeld in taking on Henry Kissinger, 
Nelson Rockefeller, and the rest in the Halloween Massacre of 1975. 
This was the minority whip in the House of Representatives who had 
mentored Newt Gingrich, the hard-line neoconservative who succeeded 
him and played a key role in his ascent. Cheney’s wife, Lynne, a fellow 
at the American Enterprise Institute, sat at the elbow of Richard Perle, 
Michael Ledeen, David Wurmser, and other ideologues who had mas- 
tered the darker side of the bureaucratic arts, who constituted the cadre 
that would help Cheney implement his idea of the imperial presidency. 

But no one outside a select few seemed to know it. Even though 
Cheney had worked closely with Paul Wolfowitz, Scooter Libby, and 
Zalmay Khalilzad in his Defense Department in the days of Bush 41, the 
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elder George Bush and his fellow realists did not particularly identify 
Cheney with the neocons. Always a team player who held his cards close 
to his vest, in the wake of the Gulf War, Cheney staunchly stood by the 
elder Bush’s decision not to take Baghdad and overthrow Saddam. 
“[Going on to Baghdad] was never part of our objective,” Cheney said 
in an August 1992 speech.’ “It wasn’t what the country signed up for... 
Once we had rounded him up and gotten rid of [Saddam’s] government, 
then the question is what do you put in its place? You know, you then 
have accepted the responsibility for governing Iraq.” 

But that was not what he really thought. According to Victor Gold, a 
former speechwriter of Bush 41, friend of the Bush family, and coauthor 
of a novel with Lynne Cheney, privately Cheney had urged the senior 
Bush to finish off Saddam, even if it meant they had to take Baghdad.’ 
Later that year, Cheney also expressed delight with the new neocon 
strategy as put forth in the “Defense Policy Guidance” that challenged 
the elder Bush. “You’ve discovered a new rationale for our role in the 
world,” he told Zalmay Khalilzad, one of the DPG’s primary authors.’ 

But while his neocon allies dreamed of “democratizing” the entire 
Arab world, the vice president-elect had a different motivation. Accord- 
ing to a memo later written by a former official who worked in the Pen- 
tagon under Cheney and who admired him, the vice president-elect 
now wanted to “do Iraq” because he thought it could be done quickly 
and easily, and because “the U.S. could do it essentially alone... and that 
an uncomplicated, total victory would set the stage for a landslide reelec- 
tion in 2004 and decades of Republican Party domination.” The memo, 
which was written in the summer of 2007 to advise interested parties 
about Bush administration strategy in the region, added that from 
Cheney’s point of view, taking down Saddam “would ‘finish’ the undone 
work of the first Gulf War and settle scores once and for all with a cast 
of characters deeply resented by the vice president: George H.W. Bush, 
Colin Powell, Brent Scowcroft, and Jim Baker.” 

Of course, as Bush 43 and Cheney prepared to take office in late 2000, 
Bush 41’s Old Guard was mostly offstage—with one conspicuous 
exception, Colin Powell. During the buildup to the war in 1990, Cheney, 
who had avoided military service with five Vietnam War deferments, had 
been a gung-ho pro-war advocate, while Powell, the widely admired 
chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff, a four-star general, and a lifelong 
soldier, had been against it. Nothing rankled Cheney more than seeing 
Powell emerge as the hero of a war he had initially opposed. The press 
had swooned over him, as did Maureen Dowd in her New York Times 
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column when Powell bowed out of presidential politics in 1995: “The 
eraceful, hard male animal who did nothing overtly to dominate us yet 
dominated us completely, in the exact way we wanted that to happen at 
this moment, like a fine leopard on the veld, was gone.” 

Meanwhile, Cheney was lost in the shadows. At the very end of 
Bush 41’s administration, he pointedly left the Pentagon without even 
saying thank you or good-bye to Powell.’ “I was disappointed, even 
hurt, but not surprised [at Cheney’s silent departure],” Powell wrote in 
his memoir, My American Journey. “The lone cowboy had gone off into 
the sunset without even a last ‘So long.’” 

Now, eight years later, Cheney, who had secretly nursed presidential 
ambitions of his own, entered the new administration, fueled, accord- 
ing to the former Pentagon official, by an “anger-and-resentment- 
driven desire to settle scores.” 

One can only speculate, but it is worth noting nonetheless, that 
Cheney’s saturnine disposition may have been affected by his long- 
standing medical problems. Indeed, on November 22, two weeks after 
the election but well before the ensuing electorial controversy was 
resolved, Cheney suffered his fourth heart attack. According to the 
New York Times, doctors said the new heart problems were not serious 
enough to prevent Cheney from serving as vice president or president.” 
Cheney, who had lived with heart disease for much of his adult life, said 
he didn’t think about it much." 

Nevertheless, as Dick Cheney reentered the executive branch, two 
things were clear: the stakes were high, and there was not much time to 
lose. “What seems not to have been noticed at critical junctures in Dick 
Cheney’s political lite,” the former official wrote, “was just how deeply 
he was personally affected by events swirling around him: the seeming 
diminution of presidential powers in the wake of the Watergate, Vietnam 
and CIA scandals; and the humiliation felt by an outwardly modest but 
inwardly ambitious man when overshadowed by a charismatic, out- 
going, articulate and widely admired chairman of the joint chiefs of 
staff (Colin Powell) during the first Gulf War; a war which (to Mr. 
Cheney’s disgust) was initially opposed by the man who reaped the 
lion’s share of credit for its ultimate success. The quiet, seemingly self- 
effacing Mr. Cheney would forget none of this.”” 


Much as he loathed Powell, Cheney realized that the immensely popu- 
lar general—the most trusted man in America—was essential to the 
political perception of the administration’s foreign policy decisions. As 
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former speaker of the house Newt Gingrich put it, “If you’re George 
Bush, and the biggest weakness you have is foreign policy, and you can 
have Cheney on one flank and Powell on the other, it virtually elimi- 
nated the competence issue.”” 

As a result, on December 16, 2000, three days after Al Gore conceded 
defeat, Colin Powell was flown to Bush’s ranch in Crawford, Texas, 
where the president-elect announced his first cabinet appointment: 
Colin Powell as secretary of state. “He is a tower of strength and com- 
mon sense,” said Bush. “You find somebody like that, you have to hang 
on to them. I have found such a man.” 

Tears filled Bush’s eyes. “I so admire Colin Powell,” he later 
explained. “I love his story.”* 

Unlike other designated cabinet appointees, Powell had not been 
vetted by Cheney or other campaign officials. Nor, according to Soldier: 
The Life of Colin Powell, Karen DeYoung’s comprehensive biography of 
him, was Powell even asked any serious foreign policy questions. Such 
discussions were not necessary. As the former Pentagon official put it, 
“Cheney’s distrust and dislike for Mr. Powell were unbounded.”” In 
other words, Powell was only there for show. Cheney immediately 
took measures to undermine him. The chess game began. 

At the Crawford press conference on December 16, Powell was daz- 
zling —too dazzling for his own good. As he proceeded with his lengthy 
discourse about the state of the world, Bush’s admiring expression grad- 
ually turned to one of sour irritation. Afterward, Richard Armitage, 
Powell’s close friend and longtime colleague, told the secretary of 
state—designate that he had been so comfortable in front of the cameras 
compared to the president-elect, that it was somewhat disturbing. “It’s 
about domination,” Armitage advised Powell. “Be careful in appearances 
with the president.” 

Armitage wasn’t the only one to notice. “Powell seemed to dominate 
the President-elect . . . both physically and in the confidence he pro- 
jected,” reported the Washington Post.” New York Times foreign affairs 
columnist Thomas Friedman concluded that Powell “so towered over 
the president-elect, who let him answer every question on foreign pol- 
icy, that it was impossible to imagine Mr. Bush ever challenging or over- 
ruling Mr. Powell on any issue.” 

None of this was lost on Cheney. Initially, Bush and he had decided 
that the new secretary of defense would be former Indiana senator Dan 
Coats, a Christian fundamentalist on the Senate Armed Services Com- 
mittee who had won over the Christian Right thanks to his undiluted 
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antipathy toward gays in the military. But now it was abundantly clear 
to Cheney that Coats would be no match for Powell.” When Coats 
added that he did not consider missile defense an urgent priority, Bush 
and Cheney dumped him immediately. 


Meanwhile, Bush proceeded to pick other key cabinet officials. On 
December 22, he announced that his attorney general would be John 
Ashcroft, who had just been defeated in a bid for reelection as senator 
from Missouri. Ashcroft, who had preached at Jerry Falwell’s Thomas 
Road Baptist Church, was a member of the Assemblies of God church, 
the denomination of Jimmy Swaggart, Jim and Tammy Faye Bakker, and 
Elvis Presley, which was known for charismatic practices such as faith 
healing and speaking in tongues.*” 

As secretary of commerce, Bush picked Don Evans, an evangelical oil 
mañ friend from Texas who had introduced Bush to the Community 
Bible Studies program in Midland.” As chief White House speech- 
writer, Bush picked Michael Gerson, a graduate of Wheaton College, the 
so-called Harvard of evangelical colleges.** These were the very people 
whom Neil Bush had scorned as “cockroaches” issuing “from the base- 
boards of the Bible-belt,”* and whom Bush 41 had derided as the “extra- 
chromosome set.””* 

As the cabinet began to take shape in late December, Colin Powell still 
presented the biggest potential obstacle to the ambitions of Cheney and 
the neocons. There was less than a month before the inauguration. Time 
was running out. They had to find a way to neutralize him. 

According to the former Pentagon official, Cheney was convinced 
that even though Powell’s presence was essential to the Bush administra- 
tion, he “would have to be cornered bureaucratically and repeatedly 
reminded (even in ways involving public humiliation) that foreign pol- 
icy was not something over which he presided.” To accomplish that task, 
the official continued, Cheney “recruited Donald Rumsfeld and the 
neoconservatives to hammer Secretary of State Powell bureaucratically 


* Ashcroft reportedly had his father anoint him with Crisco cooking oil before he 
took office, as a result of which critics sometimes referred to him as “the Crisco Kid.” 
Ashcroft, who doesn’t smoke, drink, dance, swear, or gamble, reportedly balked at 
buying a raffle ticket for a Rush Limbaugh book at one right-wing fund-raiser, reason- 
ing that to do so constituted gambling. 

"In February 2003, Wheaton bowed to pressures to liberalize and lifted its 143-year 
ban on student dancing. Well-known alumni include Billy Graham, former speaker of 
the house Dennis Hastert, and former senator Dan Coats. 
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while Mr. Cheney took upon himself the task of managing the President 
ointhe United Sires 

On December 28, Donald Rumsfeld met Bush in his temporary 
headquarters in the Madison Hotel in Washington. To Washington 
cognoscenti, to Bush insiders, the idea that Rumsfeld might be invited to 
join a Bush administration was stunning. Rumsfeld’s enmity with Bush 
41 included attempts to keep Bush off the Republican ticket in 1976 and 
1980 and the Team B battle with Bush’s CIA. Rumsfeld openly made fun 
of Bush at Chicago dinner parties.* And when Bob Dole challenged 
Bush 41 for the presidential nomination in 1988, Rumsfeld had been on 
Dole’s team. At the time, George W. Bush was the enforcer on his 
father’s campaign. “Without question, [George W.] would have known 
about his father’s problems with Rumsfeld,” said Pete Teeley, former 
press secretary to Bush 41.” “Everybody knew.” 

“Real bitterness there,” said another friend of Bush 41.” “Makes 
you wonder what was going through Bush 43’s mind when he made 
him secretary of defense.” 

James Baker even interceded. According to Robert Draper’s Dead 
Certain, he told the president-elect, “All I’m going to say is, you know 
what he did to your daddy.” But Bush didn’t listen. After all, Rumstfeld’s 
success came from being a great courtier. Fourteen years older than his 
patron, vastly more experienced, Rumsfeld reportedly played to Bush’s 
insecurity about his lack of experience, and reassured him that he was fit 
for command.” That reassurance became crucial to their relationship 
over the next six years. 

Rumsfeld’s relationship with Cheney had cooled somewhat since he 
and his protégé had been in the Ford White House. In 1986, Rumsfeld 
had made a futile stab at getting the 1988 Republican presidential nomi- 
nation, and had pleaded with Cheney, unsuccessfully, for his support.” 
When George H.W. Bush won the presidency, Cheney ultimately became 
secretary of defense but Rumsfeld was left out in the cold. 

Now that they were reunited, Cheney had a more powerful role in 
their partnership than before. In contrast to President-elect Bush, who 
had little knowledge of Washington, the two men had an unsurpassed 
mastery of the intricacies of the federal bureaucracy, thanks to three 
decades of shared experience at the highest levels of the executive branch. 
They knew the White House, the Pentagon, and Congress— inside and 
out. They knew how to make these institutions turn on a dime, when to 
accelerate and when to put on the brakes. Less neocon ideologues than 
authoritarian nationalists, they believed in an executive branch so pow- 
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erful—“the imperial presidency,” “the unitary executive” —that the con- 
stitutionally mandated system of checks and balances was all but 
negated. It was a philosophy that many neocons shared. *” 

But in order to realize his ambitions, Cheney knew his team needed 
control of the entire national security apparatus. By this time, Paul Wolf- 
owitz, a Cheney hand whose name had been widely bandied about as a 
potential secretary of defense, was now being touted as a possible pick to 
replace George Tenet as the next CIA director. If that happened, Cheney 
would have an ideal team in place. 

Then dean of the School of Advanced International Studies (SAIS) at 
Johns Hopkins University—a position he had held for seven years — 
Wolfowitz, always intent upon proving he was the smartest guy in the 
room, had a cerebral style that didn’t mix particularly well with Bush’s 
frat-boy disposition. In Dick Cheney, however, he had a patron who was 
the most powerful voice in the new administration next to the president 
himself. And, during his trips to Austin, Wolfowitz had played a key 
role in formulating an intellectual framework through which the presi- 
dent-elect could craft foreign policy. 

There was another problem, however, that threatened Wolfowitz’s 
position in the new administration. His marriage was on the rocks. 
Worse, according to an article in the Daily Mail (London) by Sharon 
Churcher and Annette Witheridge, Wolfowitz was allegedly having 
an affair with a staffer at the School of Advanced International Studies.” 
Clare Wolfowitz, his wife of more than thirty years and mother of his 
three children, was said to be so angry that she was taking actions that 
might jeopardize his career. 

The episode at SAIS was not the only alleged indiscretion reported 
about Wolfowitz. The fifty-seven-year-old Pentagon veteran had also 
become smitten with Shaha Ali Riza, a secular Muslim then in her for- 
ties, who had made her way through Washington’s neocon network 
while working at the Free Iraq Foundation, a group that supported the 
overthrow of Saddam Hussein in the early 1990s, and the National 
Endowment for Democracy, a congressionally funded foundation that 
makes grants to promote democracy throughout the world. Born in 
Libya and raised in Saudi Arabia, Riza had been educated at the London 
School of Economics and Oxford, and had obtained British citizen- 


*When Nixon resigned in the wake of the scandal, Norman Podhoretz, taking a 
position quite similar to Cheney’s, argued that Nixon’s 1972 victory had been “nulli- 
fied” by a “coup d’état” by “the new leftist liberalism.” 
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ship. According to the London Sunday Times, Riza shared “Wolfowitz’s 
passion for spreading democracy in the Arab world” and “is said to have 
reinforced his determination to remove Saddam Hussein’s oppressive 
tegime m 

According to a former State Department official, Wolfowitz was 
quite taken with the notion that he, a secular Jew, was dating a Muslim. 
Their relationship put a heady, modern, and romantic face on the entire 
neocon project of democratizing the Middle East. As the Bush-Cheney 
team prepared to take office, Wolfowitz and Riza, not his wife Clare, 
took in the neocon social circuit together. Riza was known to Cheney. 
She moved in the same circles with and was admired by Ahmed Cha- 
labi, the Iraqi exile Wolfowitz backed as a successor to Saddam.* “Shaha 
was the embodiment of the outcome of the modern Arab political sys- 
tem as the neocons saw it,” said the State Department source. “She was 
the personification of the outcome they hoped for in Iraq. She was not 
theoretical. She was not in a burka. She was a modern Arab feminist.” 

Wolfowitz’s critics who knew about the affair delighted in referring 
to Shaha Riza as “his neoconcubine.” But more significant than the 
prurient aspects of his alleged dalliances were the questions of national 
security they might raise. After all, federal officials have been denied 
national security clearances not because of extramarital activities but 
because of the possibility of blackmail stemming from their nondisclo- 
sure. And if one of the women in question was a foreign national —as 
was Shaha Ali Riza—that raised additional serious issues about security 
clearances. 

What hung in the balance was not merely the marriage of Paul and 
Clare Wolfowitz —or the sales of British tabloid newspapers. Nor was it 
just whether or not Paul Wolfowitz would reach the apex of his career 
by becoming director of the CIA. Unwittingly, Clare Wolfowitz may 
have put at risk Dick Cheney’s dreams of the entire neocon project to 
remake the Middle East. After all, if Cheney, Rumsfeld, and the neocons 
were to outflank centrists such as Colin Powell, it was essential that they 
control America’s intelligence apparatus. As Cheney saw it, Wolfowitz 
was just the man for the job. Cheney was getting all his ducks in a 
row —or at least trying to. 

Meanwhile, just as Wolfowitz’s name was being bandied about for the 
top job at Langley, George Tenet, the Clinton appointee who still served 
as CIA director, got called to a private meeting with President-elect 
Bush. Tenet had hoped to make it at least partway through the next 
administration, but the papers had been full of speculation about who 
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might succeed him. “I guess this is the end,” Tenet told a colleague as he 
went to meet the next president.” 

When Tenet returned, however, he was pleasantly surprised. “[Bush] 
wants me to stay until he can find someone better,” he said. It was not 
until six years later that The Nelson Report, a highly regarded newsletter 
for Washington foreign policy insiders, finally reported why Tenet had 
not been replaced by Wolfowitz. “A certain Ms. Riza was even then 
Wolfowitz’s true love,” the newsletter said. “The problem for the CIA 
wasn’t just that she was a foreign national, although that was and is 
today an issue for anyone interested in CIA employment. The problem 
was that Wolfowitz was married to someone else, and that someone was 
really angry about it, and she found a way to bring her complaint directly 
to the President. 

“So when we, with our characteristic innocence, put Wolfowitz on 
our short-list for CIA, we were instantly told, by a very, very, very sen- 
ior Republican foreign policy operative, ‘I don’t think so.’ It was then 
gently explained why, purely on background, of course.”* 

More specifically, the Daily Mail,* citing a Bush administration 
source, reported that Clare Wolfowitz was so incensed by her hus- 
band’s sexual behavior that she wrote Bush a letter suggesting that 
because of his infidelity her husband posed a potential national security 
risk.’ According to a memo by the former State Department official 
on the Washington Note website, Clare’s letter “detailed her hus- 
band’s extramarital affairs at SAIS and with Shaha Ali Riza... . Clare 
pointed out that her husband had a sexual relationship with a non- 
American citizen and that he was seeking to keep these relationships 
‘non-disclosed.’”* 

Wolfowitz was now damaged goods. If Cheney and the neocons 
were to have control over the national security apparatus, it would 
not come from the CIA. 


At about the same time Wolfowitz was jockeying for the CIA job, more 
than four thousand miles away, in Italy, a seemingly trivial and unrelated 
event took place. An obscure office in Rome was burglarized. Whatever 


*In addition to the Daily Mail, reports about Clare Wolfowitz’s alleged letter to 
Bush have appeared on several websites including Salon, the Village Voice blog, The 
Washington Note, and on worldbankpresident.com. 

*Asked by the Mail if she had written such a letter to Bush, Clare Wolfowitz 


responded, “That’s very interesting but not something I can tell you about.” 
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its mysterious origins, the crime ultimately played a key role in allowing 
Cheney, Rumsfeld, and the neocons to implement the policies about 
which they had dreamed. 

The break-in occurred near the Piazza Mazzini, the hub of a com- 
mercial and residential neighborhood between the Vatican and the 
Mussolini-era Olympic Stadium. About two blocks away stood a 
grathti-scarred ten-story apartment building, Number 10 via Antonio 
Baiamonte. Home to scores of middle-class families and a handful of 
office workers, the building also housed the embassy for the Republic 
of Niger, the impoverished West African nation that was once a French 
colony and that had very little going for it economically — except for the 
fact that it has the world’s largest deposits of uranium. 

On January 2, 2001, eighteen days before Bush’s inauguration, an 
embassy official returned there after New Year’s Day and discovered 
that his offices had been burglarized. Evidence suggested that the 
thieves may have rummaged through desks and files. But little of value 
appeared to be missing—a wristwatch, perfume,“ worthless bureau- 
cratic documents, embassy stationery, and some official stamps bearing 
the seal of the Republic of Niger. 

As unprepossessing as it is, the Niger embassy in Rome had just 
become the site of one of the great mysteries of our times. The conse- 
quences of the robbery would be so great that the 1972 Watergate break- 
in pales by comparison. After the break-in took place, information 
from documents that had been stolen and, later, the documents them- 
selves made their way to people with ties to Italian military intelligence, 
SISMI (Servizio per le Informazioni e la Sicurezza Militare), and from 
there to, at various times, the CIA, other Western intelligence agencies, 
the U.S. embassy in Rome, the State Department, and the White House, 
as well as several media outlets. Soon, Western intelligence analysts 
would begin to hear that Saddam Hussein had sought yellowcake—a 
concentrated form of uranium that, if enriched, could be used in the 
manufacture of nuclear weapons —from Niger. 


In Washington, however, no one was paying attention to a petty robbery 
in Italy. Bush had gone back to Crawford, Texas, with his family for 
Christmas, and the Cheneys to Jackson Hole, Wyoming,” while the rest 
of the Republicans began frantically preparing for the inauguration. 
The thirty-six-day election controversy had radically shortened the 
time available to organize four days and $35 million worth of festivi- 
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ties —not to mention getting drug companies, defense contractors, Major 
League Baseball, big oil, and big tobacco to pony up six-figure sums to 
financer” 

Meanwhile, the new administration continued to staff up. With Wolf- 
owitz still languishing in political purgatory, his protégé I. Lewis 
“Scooter” Libby signed on as assistant to the president, chief of staff to 
the vice president, and national security affairs adviser to the vice pres- 
ident. Heading the Pentagon transition team was Zalmay Khalilzad, 
who opened the doors to the disciples of Albert Wohlstetter and Scoop 
Jackson, members of and advisers to Team B, and various proponents of 
the radical policy papers calling for regime change in Iraq. Four of 
them—Elliott Abrams, Douglas Feith, Richard Perle, and Abram Shul- 
sky, all Wolfowitz’s colleagues from the Scoop Jackson days — waited in 
the wings for their positions in the administration. 

Neocon firebrand Michael Ledeen met with Karl Rove. “He said, 
‘Anytime you have a good idea, tell me, ” said Ledeen, recalling how he 
initiated a relationship in which every month or so he faxed in ideas that 
on occasion became official policy or rhetoric.“ 

But to Cheney, Wolfowitz was still the key to making certain that the 
new administration would implement his policies, that the bureau- 
cracy of the executive branch would be perfectly staffed so that he 
could manipulate it at will. Colin Powell had been lobbying for Richard 
Armitage to get the powerful post of deputy secretary of defense under 
Rumsfeld. If Armitage got the job, that would represent a huge victory 
for the centrists. The Weekly Standard alerted its troops with an article 
entitled “The Long Arm of Colin Powell: Will the Next Secretary of 
State Also Run the Pentagon?” 

Fortunately for Cheney, Clare Wolfowitz’s letter had not succeeded in 
ruining her husband’s career. In fact, according to the State Department 
source, the letter that terminated Wolfowitz’s appointment never even got 
to Bush because it was intercepted by Scooter Libby. Once Wolfowitz 
found out about the letter, the former official said, he “unleashed his 
lawyers on his wife and forced her to sign a non-disclosure agreement or 
forgo financial support. ... Clare Wolfowitz signed.” 

Just a few days later, on January 11, Donald Rumsfeld sailed through 
confirmation hearings on the way to becoming secretary of defense. At 
the same time, Rumsfeld announced that the number two job in the 
department, deputy secretary of defense, would go to Paul Wolfowitz. 
The Washington Post characterized the pick as “another victory for Vice 
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President-elect Cheney over Secretary of State-designate Colin L. 
Powell.”** Only a handful of people knew about the letter. 

But there was a still a problem. If Wolfowitz’s personal issues disqual- 
ified him for the CIA, wouldn’t they also be a problem at the Pentagon? 
“At this point, the White House was fully cognizant of Wolfowitz’s per- 
sonal habits and chose to cover up his activities,” said the State Depart- 
ment source, adding that Rumsfeld was fully informed. “Rumsfeld told 
Wolfowitz to keep it zipped. He didn’t want any problems. He was basi- 
cally going to run the show and Wolfowitz could come on those terms.” 

Woltowitz accepted. Ultimately, part of his job would entail oversee- 
ing the creation of a new and powerful operation called the Office of 
Special Plans, a unit designed to supply senior administration officials 
with raw intelligence about Iraq—in the process, making an untouched 
end run around the CIA. 

Within a matter of days, word reached Richard Clarke, the White 
House counterterrorism chief, that Rumsfeld and Wolfowitz were plan- 
ning for war with Iraq.” In certain respects, their actions were a replay of 
the 1976 Team B experiment, with one very important difference. This 
time it wasn’t just a bunch of feverish ideologues presenting a theoreti- 
cal challenge to the CIA. This time Team B controlled the entire execu- 
tive branch of the United States. 


Inauguration Day, January 20, 2001, arrived on a dreary, bone-chilling 
Saturday in Washington. The nation’s capital did not feel overly warm 
toward Bush and Cheney: Its citizens had devoted only 9 percent of 
their vote to the Republican ticket. There was considerable affection for 
Bill Clinton, who was frantically packing his bags, leaving the White 
House with an astoundingly high 68 percent approval” in the wake of a 
bitterly partisan impeachment. And, of course, millions of people felt 
that the November election had been stolen, plain and simple. Protest- 
ers arrived by the thousands. Their signs read “Hail to the thief.” 

On the other hand, among the 750,000 people who had come to 
Washington to celebrate the inaugural festivities, many felt they had 
finally found deliverance in the appearance of their “savior,” as Miriam 
Cajiga, sixty-five, of Miami, an attendee at the Florida ball, referred to 
Bush. “After this, I can die happy,” Cajiga said. “We have saved the 
world, not just the country, but the world with this president.”* 

The inaugural parade featured a special float from Wyoming for Dick 
Cheney, an eighty-five-foot wheeled extravaganza that included a mural 
of the Grand Tetons, a 162-year-old Conestoga wagon pulled by two 
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fake horses, a stuffed buffalo, a real live, flesh-and-blood fly fisherman 
wearing hip boots and standing in a pool of water with a fake fish at the 
end of his pole, two bighorn sheep with rotating heads, and a replica of 
the state’s official symbol, the bucking bronco.” 

As with most inaugurals, society columnists delighted in predicting 
which celebs would be “in” with the new administration — Charlton 
Heston and Bo Derek —and who would be “out” — Barbra Streisand and 
Bono. Whereas Bill Clinton’s 1993 inaugural had featured Kim 
Basinger, Alec Baldwin, Maya Angelou, Aretha Franklin, Chuck Berry, 
Ray Charles, and Jack Nicholson, Bush and Cheney brought in Wayne 
Newton aka “Mr. Las Vegas,” Kelsey Grammer, and Andrew Lloyd 
Webber.” 

There were eight or nine inaugural balls, depending on how you 
counted them, and they were notable for their profusion of cowboy 
boots, fur coats, perfume, makeup —and oil. At the Florida ball, Kather- 
ine Harris, the Florida secretary of state who had played such a key role 
in determining the outcome of the election, stole the show, in her low- 
cut black, pleated taffeta gown, when country singer Larry Gatlin intro- 
duced her as combining the best of Joan of Arc, Rosa Parks, and Mother 
Teresa," 

The latter allusion was by no means the only religious reference of the 
day. To give the benediction at the Fifty-fourth Inaugural Prayer Service 
at the National Cathedral, Bush chose Jack Hayford, a California 
Charismatic who was involved in the Promise Keepers, the men’s revival 
group, and was a supporter of Christian Reconstruction, or Dominion- 
ism. Another Dominionist believer, Anthony T. Evans of Dallas, served 
as the speaker at the preinaugural Washington Prayer Luncheon. 
According to Kevin Phillips’s American Theocracy: The Peril and Poli- 
tics of Radical Religion, Oil, and Borrowed Money in the 21st Century, 
Dominionist theology calls for “seizure of earthly power by ‘the people 
of God’ as the only way by which the world could be rescued. ... A 
president convinced that God was speaking to him... might through 
Dominionism start to view himself as an agent called by the Almighty to 
restore the earth to Godly control.” 

The swearing-in ceremony began at the Capitol at 8:30 a.m., with the 
United States Marine Corps Band playing “Hail to the Chief.” Reverend 
Franklin Graham, substituting for his father, Billy Graham, who was ill, 
gave the invocation. Dick Cheney was sworn in first, then Bush. 

Then came the Inaugural Address. Crafted in part by chief White 
House speechwriter Michael Gerson, Bush’s speech cast Americans in 
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biblical terms as sinners seeking redemption—a “flawed and fallible peo- 
ple, united across the generations by grand and enduring ideals” —and 
was full of biblical references. “I can pledge our nation to a goal: When we 
see that wounded traveler on the road to Jericho, we will not pass to the 
other side,” Bush said, referring to Jesus’s parable of the Good Samari- 
fan 

Then Bush turned to the global horrors the country might face. 
“We will confront weapons of mass destruction,” he said, “so that a new 
century is spared new horrors. The enemies of liberty and our country 
should make no mistake.” 

On occasion, Bush had privately said that he felt he was an instrument 
of God; now, citing a letter from the Virginia statesman John Page to 
Thomas Jefferson, Bush told the nation: “We know the race is not to the 
swift nor the battle to the strong. Do you not think an angel rides in the 
whirlwind and directs this storm?”* 

Cheney, the man who had already filled many key executive branch 
positions, stood by as Bush spoke. No doubt he understood that Bush 
believed their new policies would have the force of God behind them. 
“We are not this story’s author, who fills time and eternity with His pur- 
pose,” Bush continued. “Yet His purpose is achieved in our duty, and 
our duty is fulfilled in service to one another.”” 

Bush’s reference was to a verse from the Bible’s book of Nahum,” the 
great ethical lesson of which is that God is not only a just God, but a 
“furious” and wrathful God who “hath his way in the storms,” who “will 
not at all acquit the wicked.”® The passage asks, “Who can stand before 
his indignation? And who can abide in the fierceness of his anger?” 

Such would be the guiding force behind the government of the 
United States of America, its new president was saying to the assembled 
listeners and millions on television. “This work continues,” George W. 
Bush finished. “This story goes on. And an angel still rides in the whirl- 


wind and directs this storm.”” 


— ne 


CHAPTER fH aR TEEN 


Cheney’s Gambit 


| met than eight months into George W. Bush’s presidency came the 
signal event of the early twenty-first century, the September 11 
attacks on America. For the most part, what has been written about that 
period has understandably been framed in the context of 9/11, specifically 
in terms of what the Bush administration was told about the threat of 
Al-Qaeda and what it did or did not do in response. Such questions, of 
course, will continue to bear scrutiny in the years to come. But at the 
same time, from January 2001 to September 2001, other unseen agendas 
were under way. Ultimately, they would have an impact on history even 
greater than 9/11. 

Although much of Bush’s electoral support had come from fundamen- 
talist Christians, the media didn’t pay much attention to the religious 
imagery in his inaugural address. As usual, secular America was deaf to 
the language of the religious right. But when the new president spoke 
directly to his religious brethren, the message came through loud and 
clear. Rabbi Daniel Lapin, a politically conservative Orthodox rabbi met 
with Bush not long after he became president,” and saluted him for see- 


*Lapin was close friends with House Majority Leader Tom DeLay and lobbyist 
Jack Abramoff, who was convicted on three felony counts of defrauding American 
Indian tribes and corruption of public officials. Lapin became embroiled in the 
Abramoff scandal in 2005 when Senate hearings revealed e-mails between him and 
Abramoff in which Lapin was asked to provide phony awards to Abramoff to help 
him gain membership to Washington’s exclusive Cosmos Club. According to the 
Washington Post, Abramoff wrote Lapin: “I hate to ask your help with something so 
silly, but I have been nominated for membership in the Cosmos Club.” Abramoff 
observed that the club has “Nobel Prize winners, etc. Problem for me is that most 
prospective members have received awards and I have received none. I was wonder- 
ing if you thought it possible that I could put that I have received an award from 
Toward Tradition [an institution run by Lapin] with a sufficiently academic title, per- 
haps something like Scholar of Talmudic Studies? . . . Indeed, it would be even better 


195 


196 THE FALL OF THE ROUSE OP BRUSH 


ing “that the lens that has played a dominant role in nearly 300 years of 
American history is the lens of Old Testament Christianity that the 
Founders brought to this country.” Bush, he added, was “a fitting heir to 
that tradition.”! 

When Rabbi Lapin reterred to the Founding Fathers, of course, he 
meant Puritans such as Cotton Mather and not Thomas Jefferson, 
Thomas Paine, and other men of the Enlightenment. In other words, 
insofar as America had always been a nation caught between mod- 
ernism and fundamentalism, the election of George W. Bush was a his- 
toric turning point. “President Bush clearly believes that God is involved 
in American history and that America has a divinely ordained mis- 
sion,” Lapin said. “In that belief he is no different from the Founders 
who actually saw themselves replaying the [role of the] Israelites cross- 
ing the Red Sea to find religious freedom in the Promised Land.” 

The secularism of Bill Clinton and Al Gore had given way to the 
Bible-based presidency of George W. Bush. The new president of the 
United States saw himself as an instrument of God, his path as divinely 
ordained. The absolute nature of his faith meant that the values of secu- 
lar democracy would take a backseat to his Christian beliefs.’ Ironically, 
in terms of the dark metaphors of the millennium—the End of Days, 
Armageddon—Bush may have been exactly the right man for the times. 

As a new president, he needed to staff not just the White House but 
many key positions in other departments, and the new administration 
soon had a religious cast. From the Kennedy era to the Clinton admin- 
istration, the White House had been the redoubt of graduates from Ivy 
League universities and other top-tier schools. But now, Bush’s Harvard 
and Yale degrees notwithstanding, such credentials were black marks 


if it were possible that I received these in years past, if you know what I mean. Any- 
way, I think you see what I am trying to finagle here!” 

Lapin reportedly talked to Abramoff by phone and then responded by e-mail: “I 
just need to know what needs to be produced . . . letters? plaques? Neither?” 
Abramoff replied: “Probably just a few clever titles of awards, dates and that’s it. As 
long as you are the person to verify them [or we can have someone else verify one and 
you the other], we should be set. Do you have any creative titles, or should I dip into 
my bag of tricks?” 

Abramoff’s official biography subsequently listed two 1999 awards from Toward 
Tradition and another institution run by Lapin, the Cascadia Business Institute. 
Lapin subsequently denied having given Abramoff the awards and said he assumed the 
e-mails were a joke. His official statement said, “Anyone familiar with Abramoft’s joc- 
ular and often fatally irreverent e-mail style won’t be surprised that I assumed the 
question to be a joke. ... I regret the exchange.” 
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against prospective applicants. Instead, White House interns came trom 
the likes of Patrick Henry College, a college tor evangelicals founded in 
2000 in Purcellville, Virginia, the vast majority of whose students had 
been homeschooled by their fundamentalist parents to avoid exposure to 
the evils of secularism.* John Ashcroft’s Justice Department was flooded 
with young evangelical lawyers who had graduated from Pat Robert- 
son’s Regent University (formerly CBN University) Law School.** 

Such overt religiosity was not confined to the lower levels of the 
administration. “Cabinet sessions began with prayers,” said Bush 
speechwriter David Frum. “There were regular Bible study programs for 
those who wanted to attend. .. . Sometimes in the lunch room, you 
would see people before they eat bow their heads and say a few words 
silently to themselves.” 

The Council for National Policy, which had been cotounded by 
Tim LaHaye, now had regular access to the Oval Office. “Within the 
council is a smaller group called the Arlington Group,” said Jerry Fal- 
well.” “We often call the White House and talk to Karl Rove while we 
are meeting. Everyone takes our calls.” 

Bush regularly asked people to pray for him. Early on in the admin- 
istration, Charles Colson, the convicted Watergate felon who became a 
born-again Christian, met Bush in a receiving line and said he was pray- 
ing tor him. “He stopped me and put both hands on me,” said Colson, 
“and he said, ‘Nothing means more to me. I am sustained in this place by 
the prayers of people.’ It’s the real deal with George Bush.” 


The Christian Right was not alone in having a special relationship with 
the president. Not long after the inauguration, according to the Wash- 
ington Post, Dan Quayle, who had been vice president under George 
H.W. Bush, paid Dick Cheney a visit. 


“Dick, you know, you're going to be doing a lot of this international 


*Monica Goodling, a Justice Department official who was a liaison to the White 
House and became a key figure in the 2007 Attorneygate scandal, was one of 150 grad- 
uates from Regent hired by the Justice Department. 

According to Frederick Clarkson, the author of Eternal Hostility: The Struggle 
Between Theocracy and Democracy, the school changed its name from Christian 
Broadcasting Network University to Regent because it better reflected the purpose of 
the institution: “Robertson explained that a ‘regent’ is one who governs in the absence 
of a sovereign and that Regent U. trains students to rule, until Jesus, the absent sover- 
eign, returns. Robertson says Regent U. is ‘a kingdom institution’ for grooming 
‘God’s representatives on the face of the earth.’” 
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traveling, you’re going to be doing all this political fund-raising . . . you'll 
be going to the funerals,” Quayle said. “We’ve all done it.” 

As Quayle recalled, Cheney got “that little smile,” then he replied 
dryly with a typically cryptic understatement. 

“I have a different understanding with the president,” Cheney said.’ 
That understanding encompassed not just Cheney’s vastly superior for- 
eign policy experience but, in effect, the sum and substance of the two 
men’s personalities. Bush approached policy matters in a manner that all 
but demanded that someone else take charge. He preferred broad strokes. 
As he put it himself, “I don’t do nuance.” Once, when Prince Bandar 
succinctly explained that North Korea was important because the United 
States had stationed 38,000 American troops across the border, Bush 
responded, “I wish those assholes would put things just point-blank to 
me. I get half a book telling me about the history of North Korea.”" 

Another example of Bush’s short attention span could be found in how 
he handled his paperwork. Presidents often began their day by reading 
the PDB, the Presidential Daily Briefing, prepared every morning by the 
CIA, a report about twelve pages long. Bush, however, preferred a 
shorter PDB, seven to ten pages long, that, according to a former senior 
intelligence official, was written with the understanding that Bush was a 
“multi-modality learner” who processed information better through 
questions and answers as he reads.” 

Given Bush’s unfamiliarity with the functions of the White House, 
Cheney was perfectly positioned to redefine the job of vice president, a 
role most famously described as “not worth a pitcher of warm spit.” He 
not only enjoyed unparalleled access to Bush but was his gatekeeper. A 
master of the federal bureaucracy, he was working with a president who 
had no experience whatsoever with foreign policy or the executive 
branch of the federal government, a president who worked most natu- 
rally, as the Washington Post put it, “at the level of broad objectives, 
broadly declared.” 

Bush, according to the memo by the former Pentagon official who 
had once worked with Cheney, “would allow others to define the key 
‘policy’ choices to make without any preliminary framing guidance 
from him. Then he would ‘decide,’ in the sense of choosing from a mul- 
tiple choice menu whose entrees were drafted by others. He was (and is) 
‘the decider.’” The memo, which was written for a select readership in 
the private sector, continued, “What Vice President Cheney has man- 
aged to do... . is to become the sole framer of key issues —issues 
deemed important by Dick Cheney—for President Bush.” 
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Exactly what went on behind the scenes in framing these issues was 
difficult to say because secrecy was paramount to Cheney. To store the 
everyday business of the office of the vice president he had installed a 
man-size Mosler safe, used elsewhere in government to guard highly 
classified secrets, a large vault made by the same company that manufac- 
tures the vaults holding the government’s gold in Fort Knox. The names 
of Cheney’s staffers, in many cases, were kept secret. His office location 
in the West Wing of the White House notwithstanding, it was even 
unclear which branch of government Cheney worked in.*'* Even such 
mundane matters as talking points for reporters were sometimes 
stamped “Treated As: Top Secret/SCI.” According to the Washington 
Post, it was a designation Cheney’s office appears to have invented. SCI 
means “sensitive compartmented information,” the most closely guarded 
category of government secrets of all. In effect, Cheney was protecting 
unclassified work as though its disclosure would cause “exceptionally 
grave damage to national security.” 

Cheney’s core concerns, “the iron issues,” as his aide Mary Matalin 
referred to them, were the economy, energy, the White House legislative 
agenda—and, of course, national security. To address those concerns, 
Cheney put together a staff that was unparalleled in the history of the 
vice presidency, in the process expanding its powers accordingly. When 
Al Gore was vice president, he usually had four or five staffers who were 
experts in national security. By contrast, Cheney hired at least fourteen 
on his own staff alone, and had scores of loyalists scattered throughout 
other departments.” Cheney’s chief of staff, Scooter Libby, who had 
experience both at the Pentagon and the State Department, was given the 
additional title of “national security adviser to the vice president” to give 


*At times, when asked to comply with various congressional requests, Cheney 
claimed executive privilege, thereby suggesting the vice presidency was in the execu- 
tive branch, which it is. In 2007, however, hoping to get around a presidential order 
giving the National Archives’ Information Security Oversight Office the right to make 
sure that Cheney and his office had demonstrated proper security safeguards, 
Cheney’s legal staff argued that because the vice president serves as president of the 
Senate, he is in the legislative branch. Curiously, during the Bush administration, The 
Plum Book, a government directory, published a new definition of the vice presidency, 
which had been ascribed speculatively to Cheney attorney David Addington: “The 
Vice Presidency is a unique office that is neither a part of the executive branch nor a 
part of the legislative branch, but is attached by the Constitution to the latter. The Vice 
Presidency performs functions in both the legislative branch (see article I, section 3 of 
the Constitution) and in the executive branch (see article II, and the amendments XII 
and XXV, of the Constitution, and section 106 of title 3 of the United States Code).” 
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him more clout at interagency meetings. Another special adviser to the 
vice president for national affairs was William Luti, who, according to 
the Washington Post, in the early 1990s, while serving as deputy director 
of the chief of naval operations’ executive panel, became a follower of 
Albert Wohlstetter, who in turn provided him with entrée to Wolfowitz 
andi Edie" 

As counsel to the vice president, Cheney brought in David Adding- 
ton, a loyal acolyte who had been counsel for the House Committee on 
Intelligence and the Committee on Foreign Affairs in the mid-eighties, 
and followed Cheney to the Pentagon during the presidency of Bush 
41. Addington, according to a New Yorker profile by Jane Mayer, was 
extremely private. He kept his office door locked at all times for 
national security reasons. Like others on Cheney’s staff, he left almost 
no public paper trail, and refused to speak to the press or allow himself 
to be photographed.” 

Methodical, analytical, immersed in intelligence and national security 
law for more than two decades, Addington, like Cheney, believed that 
the Watergate scandal involving Richard Nixon had weakened the 
American presidency. Like Cheney, he was determined to restore those 
powers to the executive branch in the interests of national security. 
When it came to pursuing those ends, Addington, according to Colonel 
Lawrence Wilkerson, chief of staff to Colin Powell, was “utterly ruth- 
less.” Added a former top national security lawyer, “He takes a political 
litmus test of everyone. If you’re not sufficiently ideological, he would 
cut the ground out from under you. ”” 

There were many more Cheney men — virtually all long-term neocon 
loyalists who were committed to overthrowing Saddam —including 
underlings in other departments such as Sean O’Keefe, the deputy 
head of the Office of Management and Budget, and Stephen Hadley, the 
deputy head of the National Security Council, both alumni from 
Cheney’s days running the Pentagon.” Unknown to all but a few Wash- 
ington insiders, they would prove to be extremely important to the vice 
president. 


Even before they had finished moving into their offices, the neocons 
were confronted with their first national security issue, one that revealed 
the slant of their new foreign policy. The issue stemmed from events in 
the last months of the Clinton years. In October 2000, the USS Cole, a 
U.S. Navy destroyer, had been the target of a successful suicide bomb- 
ing mission orchestrated by Osama bin Laden and Al-Qaeda in the 
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Yemeni port of Aden. Seventeen sailors had been killed. In the aftermath 
of the bombing, counterterrorism czar Richard Clarke—officially, head 
of the Counterterrorism Security Group of the National Security Coun- 
cil (NSC) —felt acutely that the threat of Islamic terrorism was greater 
than ever. 

Thanks to Clarke’s book, Against All Enemies: Inside America’s War 
on Terror, and other reports about the Bush administration’s national 
security failures, there have been many accounts of how the Bush admin- 
istration declined to act on Clarke’s plan to destroy Al-Qaeda.* Clarke 
was renowned as an abrasive, sharp-elbowed bureaucratic infighter, but 
on January 30, 2001, at the administration’s first National Security Coun- 
cil meeting, it became clear why he would get nowhere. When the pres- 
ident opened his mouth, it was as if he were channeling Wolfowitz. As far 
as the Middle East was concerned, the new administration was listening 
to the neocons, not Richard Clarke. “We’re going to correct the imbal- 
ances of the previous administration on the Mideast conflict,” Bush 
announced. “We’re going to tilt it back toward Israel.” 

Bush added that America should abandon its efforts to resolve the 
Israeli-Palestinian conflict. When Colin Powell said that might have 
dire consequences for the Palestinians, Bush brushed him off. “Some- 
times a show of force by one side can really clarify things,” he said.” 

Next, with National Security Adviser Condoleezza Rice parroting the 
neocon line, the meeting’s discussion turned to Iraq. Without mention- 
ing any threat, Rice asserted that “Iraq might be the key to reshaping the 
entire region.” According to Secretary of the Treasury Paul O’Neill, 
who attended the meetings, no one even questioned why Iraq should be 
invaded. “From the very beginning, there was a conviction that Saddam 
Hussein was a bad person and that he needed to go,” said O’ Neill. “It 
was all about finding a way to do it. That was the tone of it. The presi- 
dent saying ‘Go find me a way to do this. ”” 

These were the policies that even Benjamin Netanyahu and the Israeli 
right had not dared to implement. As one senior administration official 
told the Washington Post, “The Likudniks are really in charge now.”” 

As part of the neoconservatives’ grand vision of democratizing the 
Middle East, there was another powerful rationale fueling the drive 
toward war—oil. After Saudi Arabia, Iraq had the next largest oil 


*For a more detailed account of Clarke’s presentation of his plan and its rejection 
by the Bush administration, see the author’s House of Bush, House of Saud, 
pp. 219-22. 
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reserves on the planet, with 115 billion barrels of proven reserves.” On 
February 1, 2001, two days after the NSC meeting, Bush officials circu- 
lated a memo titled “Plan for post-Saddam Iraq” and began discussing 
what to do with Iraq’s oil wealth.” 

Cheney was particularly sensitive to the geopolitical ramifications of 
oil. When he had served as chief of staff to Gerald Ford, he watched 
Ford’s electoral hopes vanish in part because of the soaring inflation that 
followed the 1973 Arab oil embargo orchestrated by the Organization 
of Petroleum Exporting Countries (OPEC). Cheney knew, given 
America’s close relations with Saudi Arabia, the world’s biggest oil 
producer, that a new, friendly pro-West regime in Iraq, with someone 
like Chalabi in charge, would put the United States in a much stronger 
position with respect to OPEC. In addition, as long as Saddam was at 
the helm, the United Nations sanctions committee had the authority to 
approve or veto all oil deals” with Iraq—a situation that was less than 
ideal for American oil companies. As Chevron CEO Kenneth Derr 
remarked in a 1998 speech, “Iraq possesses huge reserves of oil and 
gas — reserves I’d love Chevron to have access to.” 

Cheney himself had spoken publicly about the issue. “By 2010 we 
will need on the order of an additional fifty million barrels a day,” he said 
in a speech before the London Institute of Petroleum in 1999, when he 
was CEO of Halliburton, the giant energy services company. “So where 
is the oil going to come from? ... While many regions of the world offer 
great oil opportunities, the Middle East with two thirds of the world’s oil 
and the lowest cost, is still where the prize ultimately lies.”® 

Cheney convened a highly secretive Energy Task Force and went to 
work. Altogether that spring, Cheney and his aides had at least forty 
meetings with a total of three hundred groups and individuals, includ- 
ing ExxonMobil vice president James J. Rouse, who was a major donor 
to the Bush inauguration; Enron chief Kenneth Lay, a longtime Bush 
friend; Duke Energy; Constellation Energy Group; British Petroleum; 
and major energy industry lobbying groups, including the National 
Mining Association, the Interstate Natural Gas Association of America, 
and the American Petroleum Institute. 

At one of the meetings, Daniel Yergin, the head of Cambridge Energy 
Research Associates and author of The Prize: The Epic Quest for Oil, 
Money, and Power, the Pulitzer Prize-winning history of the oil indus- 
try, presented data to Cheney showing that for the first time increased 
drilling had failed to raise U.S. production.” In light of recent intimations 
that the entire planet was approaching Peak Oil, the point at which the 
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world’s crude oil production peaks, and then enters irrevocable decline, 
and in the context of China’s and India’s extraordinary ascendancy and 
soaring consumption of oil, secure access to Middle East oil for the 
United States was more vital than ever before. In that context, Iraq had 
the potential to become a pivot point not just for the neoconservatives’ 
dreams of transforming the Middle East, but also for America’s 
geostrategic position in the world. 

According to documents obtained by Judicial Watch, a conservative 
watchdog group, a map of Iraq was presented at the meetings with a list 
of “Iraq oil foreign suitors.” The map reportedly had eliminated all fea- 
tures of the country except for its oil deposits and an accompanying list 
of dozens of foreign companies that were negotiating for them.” 

In addition, according to The New Yorker, a top-secret document 
directed National Security Council staffers to cooperate fully with the 
Energy Task Force as it considered “melding” two areas of policy that 
appeared to be unrelated: “the review of operational policies toward 
rogue states,” such as Iraq, and “actions regarding the capture of new 
and existing oil and gas fields.”* 

“People think Cheney’s Energy Task Force has been secretive about 
domestic issues,” said Mark Medish, senior director for Russian, Ukrain- 
ian, and Eurasian affairs at the National Security Council during the 
Clinton administration. “But if this little group was discussing geostrate- 
gic plans for oil, it puts the issue of war in the context of the captains of the 
oil industry sitting down with Cheney and laying grand, global plans.”* 

At the same time, all this took place within the context of the neo- 
cons’ grandiose dreams. “The motivation to invade Irag was breathtak- 
ing in its presumptuousness,” said a former Bush administration official 
who worked with the neocons and who became highly critical of them. 
“Oil had to be a part of that calculation. Having a Chalabi in charge of 
Iraq meant that the new Iraq would recognize Israel, that it would not 
be ‘OPECing’ the United States. You would have a bastard in charge, 
but he would be our bastard, in all senses. His policies would be com- 
patible with the interests of the United States.” 

Late one night in February 2001, according to The New Yorker, 
Francis Brooke, the unofficial lobbyist for Chalabi’s Iraqi National 
Congress, got a call from Deputy Secretary Paul Wolfowitz promising 
him that Saddam would be overthrown. Wolfowitz has denied making 
the call. But, according to Brooke, the deputy secretary said he was so 
deeply committed to deposing Saddam that he would resign if he 
couldn’t accomplish it.* 
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To moderates in the State Department, however, at this point, it was not 
yet clear that a historic and radical shift in foreign policy was under way. 
After all, their champion, Colin Powell, held the top job in the depart- 
ment and was the most admired man in the entire country. “I felt safe 
with Powell,” said one State Department official who worked with 
him. “With Powell in charge, there did not seem to be an ideological 
threat from the neocons. There were inroads, but we seemed to be 
somewhat insulated.” Immediately under Powell was his close friend 
Richard Armitage. Other moderates held highly visible positions: 
Richard N. Haass as director of policy planning; Marc Grossman as 
under secretary of state for political affairs; and Grant S. Green as under 
secretary of state for management.” 

Then things began to change. In late March, after Wolfowitz was con- 
firmed as deputy secretary of defense, The New Republic reported that 
his former aide Zalmay Khalilzad and Douglas Feith would be joining the 
administration. John Hannah, a neoconservative lawyer from the Wash- 
ington Institute for Near East Policy (WINEP), a pro-Israel think tank, 
was also joining Cheney’s staff “to handle the vice-president’s Iraq port- 
folio”* and to act as a liaison with Ahmed Chalabi and the Iraqi National 
Congress. 

Moderates worried by these appointments might have taken solace in 
the fact that word was out that Bush was going to appoint Brent Scow- 
croft to be head of the president’s Foreign Intelligence Advisory Board.” 
“Scowcroft thought he was in perfectly good odor,” said an ally of his. 
“Tt was not at all clear that he was about to be first marginalized and then 
ostracized.” At about the same time, John Bolton, a hawk with close ties 
to Cheney, was also sworn in as under secretary of state for arms control 
and international security. Powell wasn’t happy about it, but most mod- 
erates assumed that Bolton was boxed in and isolated. 

They were wrong. In June 2001, Elliott Abrams, yet another graduate 
from Scoop Jackson’s staff and a staunch, take-no-prisoners hard-liner, 
was appointed special assistant to the president and senior director on 
the National Security Council for Near East and North African Affairs. 
To State Department insiders, the appointment of Abrams, who had 
been convicted in 1991 on two counts of unlawfully withholding infor- 
mation from Congress during the Iran-contra investigation, was a tip- 
ping point. In 1982, during the Reagan administration, Congress had 
passed the Boland Amendment 41 1-0 outlawing funding contra rebels in 
Nicaragua for the purpose of overthrowing the Nicaraguan govern- 


CHENEY S GAMBIT 205 


ment. Abrams had been a key figure in the cabal that circumvented 
that law. In his guilty plea, Abrams admitted that he had withheld 
knowledge of Oliver North’s illegal aid to the contras and that he had 
also withheld from Congress information that he had solicited $10 mil- 
lion in aid for the contras from the sultan of Brunei.” 

In other words, Abrams had been a key operative in creating parallel 
foreign policy channels that operated outside the official bureaucracy — 
and in direct opposition to a unanimous congressional mandate. “Elliott 
embodied the hubris of the neocon perspective,” said a State Department 
official who worked with him. “His attitude was ‘All the rest of you are 
pygmies. You don’t have the scope and the vision we have. We are 
going to remake the world.’ His appointment meant that good sense had 
been overcome by ideology.”* 

With Abrams in the administration, signatories to the Project for the 
New American Century’s (PNAC) 1998 call for regime change in Iraq 
began to join the administration en masse.‘ “I don’t think that most peo- 
ple in State understood what was going on,” said the official. “I under- 
stood what this was about, that PNAC was moving from outside the 
government to inside. In my view, it was an unfriendly takeover.” 

“Clean Break” coauthor Richard Perle, another PNAC signatory, 
was appointed chairman of the Defense Policy Board Advisory Com- 
mittee, a powerful advisory board that focused on strategic planning for 
the Pentagon. Perle, of course, had a role in shaping Team B as it took 
on Bush 41’s CIA. A staunch foe of the realist policies championed by 
Scowcroft and James Baker, he had begun to develop a second genera- 
tion of neocon foreign policy hands who were ready to join the admin- 
istration. 

By midsummer 2001, Wolfowitz, Perle, Feith, Abrams, and Khalilzad 
had taken key positions in the national security apparatus. They had 
worked together on and off for more than twenty years, crusading ide- 
ologues who were finally in a position to realize their dreams. As their 
patrons, they had none other than Donald Rumsfeld and Dick Cheney, 


*Elliott Abrams declined a request for an interview. 

‘In all, thirteen out of the eighteen signatories to the PNAC letter won appoint- 
ments in the Bush-Cheney administration: Elliott Abrams, Richard Armitage, Assis- 
tant Secretary of State Jeffrey Bergner, John Bolton, Under Secretary of State Paula 
Dobriansky, Francis Fukuyama (President’s Council on Bioethics), Zalmay Khalilzad, 
Richard Perle, Assistant Secretary of Defense Peter Rodman, Donald Rumsfeld, 
Defense Science Board appointee William Schneider, Paul Wolfowitz, and U.S. Trade 
Representative Robert Zoellick. 
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two of the savviest people in Washington when it came to manipulating 
the bureaucracy. 

One of Cheney’s chief problems was that he wasn’t happy about 
having George Tenet, a Clinton holdover, still in place as head of the 
CIA. To circumvent that obstacle, Cheney assembled his own 
mini—National Security Council. He had moles in the State Depart- 
ment such as John Bolton to keep Colin Powell in check. Wolfowitz, 
though under Rumsfeld’s aegis in the Pentagon, was a Cheney man. 

In order to implement their policies, however, one thing was missing. 
The neocons had to make a persuasive case that Saddam posed a power- 
ful threat to the West. In fact, they had started a relentless drumbeat for 
war as soon as Bush was in office. On January 21, William Kristol and 
Robert Kagan asserted in the San Diego Union-Tribune that U.S. mili- 
tary action “could well be necessary to bring Saddam down.”*! In Feb- 
ruary, on CNN, Richard Perle advocated “removing Saddam.”*” During 
his confirmation hearings, Wolfowitz testified that he was in favor of 
overthrowing the Iraqi dictator.* In April, Washington Post columnist 
Jim Hoagland championed Ahmed Chalabi as “a dedicated advocate of 
democracy” in Iraq.** On July 30, in the Weekly Standard, Reuel Marc 
Gerecht characterized the United States as a “cowering superpower” 
under Bush 41’s presidency and demanded that Bush explain “how we 
will live with Saddam and his nuclear weapons.”* 

For the most part, however, such columnists spoke to foreign policy 
insiders. The vast majority of Americans had other concerns on their 
minds. The baseball season had begun. The real estate market was frothy. 
Bush had pushed through a tax cut that many voters liked, but otherwise 
his presidency appeared to be going nowhere. Most Americans were still 
oblivious to the neocons — much less their designs on Iraq. 


Meanwhile, though few people knew about it, the prospects for over- 
throwing Saddam were being furthered thanks to the New Year’s break- 
in at the Niger embassy in Rome. 

Because the Niger break-in happened before Bush took office, it is 
often assumed that the robbery was initiated as a small-time job. But 
according to Colonel Patrick Lang, a former Middle East analyst for the 
Defense Intelligence Agency, it is also possible that from the start the 
Niger operation was aimed at provoking an invasion of Iraq. The sce- 
nario, he cautions, is merely speculation on his part. But he says that the 
neocons wouldn’t have hesitated to reach out to Italian intelligence 
even before Bush took office. “There’s no doubt in my mind that the 
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neocons had their eye on Iraq,” he said.** “This is something they 
intended to do, and they would have communicated that to SISMI (Ser- 
vicio per le Informazione e la Sicurezza Militare, i.e., Italian military 
intelligence) or anybody else to get the help they wanted.” 

In Lang’s view, SISMI would also have wanted to ingratiate itself with 
the incoming administration. “These foreign intelligence agencies are so 
dependent on us that the urge to acquire IOUs is a powerful incentive by 
itself,” he said.” “It would have been very easy to have someone go to 
Rome and talk to them, or have one of the SISMI guys here [in Washing- 
ton], perhaps the SISMI officer in the Italian embassy, talk to them.” 

A key figure in the dissemination of the Niger documents was Rocco 
Martino, an elegantly attired man in his sixties with white hair and a 
neatly trimmed mustache. Martino had served with SISMI until 1999 
and had a long history of peddling information to other intelligence ser- 
vices in Europe, including France’s Direction Générale de la Sécurité 
Extérieure (DGSE). By 2000, Martino had fallen on hard times finan- 
cially. Then a longtime colleague from SISMI, Antonio Nucera, came to 
him with a lucrative proposition.“ 

A colonel specializing in counterproliferation and WMDs, Nucera 
told Martino that Italian intelligence had long had an “asset” in the 
Niger embassy in Rome: a woman who was about sixty years old, had a 
low-level job, and occasionally sold embassy documents to SISMI. But 
now SISMI had no more use for the woman, who later became known 
in the Italian press as “La Signora” and was subsequently identified as 
the ambassador’s assistant, Laura Montini. Perhaps, Nucera suggested, 
Martino could use La Signora as Italian intelligence had, paying her to 
pass on documents copied or stolen from the embassy. 

There have been many conflicting accounts of the story behind the 
New Year’s break-in at the Niger embassy. But the first comprehensive 
report, based on interviews with Rocco Martino, SISMI director Nicolo 
Pollari, and other sources came from an investigative series by Carlo 
Bonini and Giuseppe D’ Avanzo that appeared in 2005 in La Repubblica, 
a left-of-center daily in Italy. According to the series in La Repubblica, 
Martino denied participating in the robbery itself, and said he only 
became involved when SISMI had La Signora give him documents from 
the burglary. “I was told that a woman in the Niger embassy in Rome 
had a gift for me. I met her and she gave me documents,” he said.” 

Later, Rocco Martino said, SISMI dug into its archives and added new 
papers. In addition to a codebook, there was a dossier with a mixture of 
fake and genuine documents. Among them was an authentic telex dated 
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February 1, 1999, in which Adamou Chékou, the ambassador from 
Niger, wrote another official about a forthcoming visit from Wissam 
al-Zahawie, Iraq’s ambassador to the Vatican. 

The last document Martino says he received, and the most important 
one, was, however, not genuine. Dated July 27, 2000, it was a two-page 
memo purportedly sent to the president of Niger concerning the sale of 
five hundred tons of pure uranium, or “yellowcake,” per year by Niger 
to [raq. 

Early in the summer of 2001, about six months after the break-in, 
information from the forged documents was given to U.S. intelligence 
for the first time. Details about the transfer are sketchy, but it is highly 
probable that the reports were summaries of the documents rather 
than the documents themselves. It is standard practice for intelligence 
services, in the interests of protecting sources, to share reports but not 
original documents with allies. Without seeing the documents, of 
course, it was impossible to examine them to determine if they were 
authentic. 

Nevertheless, to many WMD analysts in the CIA, the State Depart- 
ment, and the Pentagon, the initial reports sounded absurd. “The reports 
made no sense on the face of it,” said Ray McGovern, a CIA analyst for 
twenty-seven years. “Most of us knew the Iraqis already had yellow- 
cake. It is a sophisticated process to change it into a very refined state and 
they didn’t have the technology.” 

“The idea that you could get that much yellowcake out of Niger 
without the French knowing, that you could have a train big enough to 
carry it, much less a ship, is absurd,” said Colonel Larry Wilkerson, for- 
mer chief of staff to Secretary of State Colin Powell.” 

“Yellowcake is unprocessed bulk ore,” explained Lieutenant Colonel 
Karen Kwiatkowski, who served in the Pentagon’s Near East and South 
Asia division in 2002 and 2003. “If Saddam wanted to make nuclear 
bombs, why would he want unprocessed ore when the best thing to do 
would be to get processed stuff in the Congo?”” 

“When it comes to raw reports, all manner of crap comes out of the 
field,” McGovern added. “The CIA traditionally has had experienced 
officers. They are qualified to see if these reports make sense. For some 
reason, perhaps out of cowardice, these reports were judged to be of 
such potential significance that no one wanted to sit on it.” 

Since Niger was a former French colony, French intelligence was the 
logical choice to vet the allegations. “The French were managing part- 
ners of the international consortium in Niger,” said former ambassador 
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Joseph C. Wilson, who later traveled to Niger to investigate the ura- 
nium claim. “The French did the actual mining and shipping of it.”* 

So Alain Chouet, then head of security intelligence for France’s 
DGSE, was tasked with checking out the first Niger report for the 
CIA. He recalled that much of the information he received from 
Langley was vague, with the exception of one striking detail. The 
agency had heard that in 1999 the Iraqi ambassador to the Vatican, 
Wissam al-Zahawie, had made an unusual visit to four African coun- 
tries, including Niger. Analysts feared that the trip may have been a 
prelude to a uranium deal. 

However, Chouet soon learned that the al-Zahawie visit was no 
secret. It had been covered by the local press in Niger at the time, and 
reports had surfaced in French, British, and American intelligence. 
Chouet had a seven-hundred-man unit at his command, and he ordered 
an extensive on-the-ground investigation in Niger. 

“In France, we’ve always been very careful about both problems of 
uranium production in Niger and Iraqi attempts to get uranium,” 
Chouet told the Los Angeles Times in 2005.* Having concluded that 
nothing had come of al-Zahawie’s visit and that there was no evidence of 
a uranium deal, French intelligence forwarded its assessment to the 


CIA. But the Niger affair had just begun. 


Meanwhile, in June 2001, George W. Bush faced a new foreign policy 
quandary. Just as Bush had promised at his initial NSC meeting, the 
United States had withdrawn from the Israeli-Palestinian peace process. 
But the change in policy had deeply angered Saudi Arabia. Historically, 
the Saudis had refrained from intervening as forcefully as they might 
have on the side of the Palestinians. But Israeli forces had killed more 
than three hundred Palestinians and wounded more than eleven thou- 
sand the previous year. The previous February, Likud’s Ariel Sharon 
had been elected to replace Ehud Barak as prime minister. Throughout 
the spring, Israeli soldiers had attacked Palestinians day after day. On 
March 3 alone, Israelis killed Palestinians in three separate incidents. In 
April, they shot dead a fourteen-year-old Palestinian. Yet Bush blamed 
the violence on Arafat. 

Given the Bush family’s intimate ties with the Saudis, the irony was 
inescapable.* In just five months as president, however, Bush had man- 


*For an extended account of the Bush family’s financial relationships with the 
Saudis, see the author’s House of Bush, House of Saud. 
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aged to jeopardize a relationship with an oil-rich ally of the United 
States, at a time when America was more profoundly dependent on for- 
eign oil than ever. 

The Saudis were so irate at Bush’s uncritical acceptance of Sharon 
that in May, Crown Prince Abdullah, the de facto ruler of Saudi Ara- 
bia,* even turned down an invitation to the White House. In an inter- 
view with the Financial Times, Abdullah said, “We want them [the 
United States] to consider their own conscience. Don’t they see what is 
happening to the Palestinian children, women, the elderly, the humili- 
ation, the hunger?”* 

Among those who echoed Abdullah’s assessment was Brent Scow- 
croft, who reportedly said that moderate Arab countries were “deeply 
disappointed with this administration and its failure to do something to 
moderate the attitude of Israel.”** He added that unless there was the 
promise of a viable Palestinian state, the Palestinians would not stop 
their violence. 

In effect, in their own constrained fashion, the father and son had 
drawn swords. Scowcroft’s comments were perceived as having been 
made with the assent of George H.W. Bush, who continued to receive 
regular briefings from the CIA. It was a privilege granted to all former 
presidents, but one that Bush used far more than the others — presum- 
ably because his son had so little foreign policy experience. At the 
CIA, the briefings were jokingly referred to as the “president’s daddy’s 
daily briefings.”*” 

On the weekend of July 7 and 8, Scowcroft flew to the Bush com- 
pound in Kennebunkport, Maine, for a frank discussion with both 
father and son. Advisers close to Bush senior told the New York Times 
that these overtures were initiated by the father, who had made foreign 
policy the centerpiece of his administration, rather than by his son, still 
a novice in the feldi” 

Then, in mid-July, Bush 41 intervened yet again, this time calling 
Crown Prince Abdullah to assure him that his son’s “heart” was in the 
right place. The New York Times reported that he made the call “to 
vouch for his son and to assuage concerns of the crown prince . . . that 
some strains in the United States’ relations with Saudi Arabia over the 
Israeli-Palestinian conflict do not represent a permanent breach.”” 


* Abdullah’s half brother, Fahd, was king, but due to a debilitating stroke he had 


suffered in 1995, he was unable to perform his duties. 
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According to the Times article, President Bush was in the room when his 
father made the call. 

Bush senior succeeded in easing the Saudis’ concerns, at least tem- 
porarily. But he had opened another can of worms: his relationship with 
his son. When the two articles about 41’s interventions appeared in the 
New York Times, George W. Bush, so sensitive about his father, was 
particularly unhappy. “Both were upset about it,” said a former adviser 
to Bush 41. “It looked like Poppy* was helping out the son. They 
made a solemn oath from that day forth that no one would know from 
then onwards.” 


The president had other problems, too. By mid-summer, his postinau- 
eural honeymoon was ending. His approval ratings had sunk to 50 per- 
cent, close to a historic low for a president during his first six months in 
office. Ridiculed for his malapropisms,* dependent on his father, Bush 
had lost the popular vote in 2000. There were already intimations that he 
would be a one-term president. 

On August 4, he went out to the new Western White House, his 
sixteen-hundred-acre ranch in Crawford, Texas. In the past, the media 
had enjoyed covering George H.W. Bush and Bill Clinton at Kenne- 
bunkport and Martha’s Vineyard, respectively, taking in clambakes, 
lobster rolls, beaches, and picturesque scenery as diversions at the two 
elite resorts. But George W. Bush had chosen the parched environs of 
Crawford instead. The media hated it. With a population of 705 people, 
Crawford had only one sidewalk and it was still under construction. 
There was nothing to do. Nearby Waco was famous for its cricket infes- 
tations and the Dr Pepper Museum.* Other than George and Laura 
Bush, Crawford’s lone celebrity was rock guitarist Ted Nugent, of 


*George H.W. Bush was sometimes referred to as Poppy by his wife, Barbara, 
members of the family, and close friends. 

*Books such as Bushism and Dumbass, and scores of websites itemized hundreds of 
malapropisms by Bush. Among them: “I know how hard it is for you to put food on 
your family.” — Greater Nashua, N.H., January 27, 2000; “I know the human being 
and fish can coexist peacefully.” —Saginaw, Mich., September 29, 2000; “Rarely is the 
question asked: Is our children learning?” — Florence, S.C., January 11, 2000; “Our 
enemies are innovative and resourceful, and so are we. They never stop thinking 
about new ways to harm our country and our people, and neither do we.” 
— Washington, D.C., August 5, 2004. 

‘The museum’s slogan: “Paris has the Louvre, New York has the Guggenheim, 
Waco has the Dr Pepper. Belching is not encouraged. We are a Museum after all.” 
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“Wang Dang Sweet Poontang” fame.** The temperature was a hundred 
degrees day after day. The disgruntled press corps waited interminably 
in a stifling gymnasium, from which they called in to presidential aides 
in hopes of garnering some news. 

There were a number of items on Bush’s agenda to satisfy his evangel- 
ical constituency. The White House had pushed through the House of 
Representatives a bill to give government grants to faith-based groups 
for drug treatment and domestic abuse counseling, but it still required 
Senate approval.” In addition, Bush had decided to ban federal funding 
for research on human embryonic stem cells because right-to-life funda- 
mentalists viewed such research as tantamount to abortion. Bush had his 
staff prepare a statement for release later that week. He was coming out 
against stem cell research even though his own sister, Robin, had died at 
the age of three of leukemia, a disease that promised to benefit from such 
kesearglay” 

In the daily papers, however, reporters spilled more ink grousing 
about Bush’s interminable vacation and the searing heat. It was so hot at 
the sun-scorched ranch that Bush’s favorite fishing hole was evaporating 
and first lady Laura was begging to go back to Washington early. Not 
only was Bush taking the longest presidential vacation in thirty-two 
years, but, by the time he was scheduled to return to the White House, 
he would have spent forty-two percent of his early presidency at or trav- 
eling to vacation spots. 

We now know, of course, that there were other vital issues on the 
agenda. On the hot Texas morning of August 6, after a four-mile run, 
Bush received a Presidential Daily Briefing“ with a title that is now dif- 
ficult to forget: “Bin Laden Determined to Strike in US.” Specifically, 
the memo concluded that FBI information indicated “suspicious activ- 


A die-hard Republican and member of the National Rifle Association, Nugent 
famously addressed an NRA Convention in Houston, telling delegates, “Remember 
the Alamo! Shoot ’em! To show you how radical I am, I want carjackers dead. I want 
rapists dead. I want burglars dead. I want child molesters dead. I want the bad guys 
dead. No court case. No parole. No early release. I want ’em dead. Get a gun and 
when they attack you, shoot ’em.” 

Nugent met Bush at an inauguration party in 2000. “When he noticed me,” 
Nugent said, “he was surrounded by these huge bankrollers from his campaign. He 
literally swept past all of them and said, ‘Laura! Look who’s here! It’s Ted!’ Then he 
hugged me and took me by the shoulders. He said, ‘Just keep doing what you're 
doing. Don’t think that we don’t know what you're up to out here. Stay on course.’ ” 

Later, however, Nugent became critical of Bush for not taking a more aggressive 
course in Iraq. “Our failure has been not to Nagasaki them,” Nugent said. 
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ity in this country consistent with preparations for hijackings or other 
types of attacks, including recent surveillance of federal buildings in 
New York.”® But Bush spent the rest of the day fishing for bass, and 
there were no further meetings about terrorism during the next thirty 
days. Even though the threats were more serious than ever before, 
Richard Clarke’s frantic pleas to take action against Al-Qaeda went 
unheard. 

At the time, of course, few Americans had ever heard of Richard 
Clarke or even Osama bin Laden. Nor did they realize that the neocons 
were making inroads on taking over America’s foreign policy. However, 
a few astute observers noticed that something was wrong. If there was 
one man who had promised to be a figure of great stature in the Bush- 
Cheney administration —a star of global magnitude, a giant on the world 
stage —it was Colin Powell. Yet where was he? Deflated, marginalized, 
invisible, neutralized, he was nowhere to be seen. 

One top diplomat, when asked to provide an adjective for the phrase 
“Colin Powell is a ‘blank’ Secretary of State,” replied, “Yes, he is.” 

“Tve been struck by how not struck I am by him,” added a senior 
administration official.“ 

A Time magazine story on the incredible shrinking secretary of state 
observed that his centrist politics “made Powell chum in the water for 
the sharks in Dubya’s sea,” namely Cheney and Rumsfeld. More to the 
point, when Wolfowitz was asked why he took the number two posi- 
tion [in the Pentagon], he reportedly gave a one-word answer: Powell.” 

Wolfowitz later denied making the terse response, perhaps because it 
was too revealing. It gave the game away. Wolfowitz, as Time noted, 
was “a zealous advocate of ‘regime change’ in Baghdad.” He was there 
to neutralize Powell, to implement the hard-line neocon vision. 
“Enthusiasm,” the magazine reported, “is building inside the Adminis- 
tration to take down Saddam once and for all.” 

The publication date of that issue of Time was September 10, 2001. 


“What if” is the great parlor game of historians. What if nothing special 
had happened on September 11? Would there have been an Iraq War? 
Seen through the prism of the most important political and cultural 
event of the twenty-first century, the question is fascinating. 

Some Washington insiders have concluded there would have been an 
Iraq War no matter what. “Absolutely,” said a former State Department 
official. “They would have done it under any circumstance. Absolutely 


no doubt about it. They had the road map. They had the plan.” On the 
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other hand, a paper published in 2000 by the Project for the New 
American Century asserted that the process of changing American 
policy to regime change in Iraq “is likely to be a long one, absent some 
catastrophic and catalyzing event like a new Pearl Harbor.”” 

We will never really know the answer. But one thing was certain. 
Cheney had made his opening gambit. He had accumulated extraordi- 
nary powers for a vice president. His men were in position throughout 
the executive branch. They were ready to pounce. 


Donald Rumsfeld (left) 
and Dick Cheney (right) 
executed dazzling 
bureaucratic sleights of 
hand in the Ford White 
House—and again under 
George W. Bush. (David 
Hume Kennerly/Gerald R. 
Ford Library/Corbis) 
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James Baker and Dick 
Cheney with President 
George H.W. Bush. Brent 
Scowcroft, who later became 
Cheney’s nemesis, is behind 
them. As Bush 41’s close 
friend, Scowcroft later dis- 
creetly tried to curb Bush 43’s 
neoconservative ways. (Jean- 
Louis Atlan/Sygma/Corbis) 


Colin Powell, General 
Norman Schwarzkopf, 
and Paul Wolfowitz dur- 
ing Desert Storm in 
1991. Wolfowitz later 
became a key architect 
of the Iraq War. (PH2 
Susan Carl/Corbis) 
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A MISSION OF LOVE AND JOY TO THE 
PERMIAN BASIN 


HEAR ARTHUR BLESSITT, world evangelist who has carried a twelve foot 
cross in 60 countries on six continents. 

in Christian unity many churches, organizations and individuals support 
“Decision ‘84” with the sincere prayer that we might experience the love of 
God, the grace of the Lord Jesus Christ, and the fellowship of the Holy 
Spirit. 
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Bush was initially converted to evangelical Christianity not by Billy Graham 
as he claimed, but by Arthur Blessitt (seen here with Bush), who won fame 
for carrying a huge wooden cross around the globe. (Courtesy of Arthur Blessitt) 


George W. Bush was widely seen as a religious leader 
by his Christian evangelical supporters. (Brooks Kraft/Corbis) 


Albert Wohlstetter was one of several 

role models for Stanley Kubrick’s Dr. Strangelove 
and an inspirational father figure for many 

of the neoconservatives who helped start 

the war in Iraq, including Paul Wolfowitz, 
Richard Perle, Ahmed Chalabi, and Zalmay 
Khalilzad. (Courtesy of RAND Corporation) 


Neoconservative superhawks 
Richard Perle (left) and Michael 
Ledeen confer at the American Enter- 
prise Institute, the think tank most 
closely tied to the war. Perle served 


as chairman of Bush’s Defense ans 
| Policy Advisory Board, while Ledeen l AZI 
tise — 


allegedly launched unauthorized 
foreign policy initiatives in secret fg 
| meetings in Rome. 
| (James A. Parcell/Washington Post) 
| 


A key figure in the 1987 Iran-contra scandal 
who was convicted of withholding information 
from Congress, neocon Elliott Abrams wielded 
immense power behind the scenes in the 

Bush White House. (Richard A. Bloom/Corbis) 


Once America’s ally against 
Iran, Saddam Hussein was 
depicted as posing a grave and 
imminent threat to America 
as war fever heated up. 
Captured by American troops 
in December 2003, he was 
executed in Iraq three years 
later. (Lazim Ali/Reuters/Corbis) 


The Oslo Accords brokered by President Clinton in September 1993 
were marked by Yitzhak Rabin’s handshake with PLO leader Yasir Arafat. 
The agreement and the handshake led to Rabin’s assassination by Yigal Amur 
in November 1995. (Reuters/Corbis) 


An acolyte of theologian Francis Schaeffer, 
Florida secretary of state Katherine Harris 
felt that “godly men” should hold high office 
and helped put George W. Bush in the White 
House. Florida governor Jeb Bush looks on. 
(Scott Audette/AP Photo) 


Condoleezza Rice 
and Paul Wolfowitz 

‘| with Bush at his ranch 
in Crawford, Texas. 
Although she was a 
protégée of realist Brent 
Scowcroft, Rice ended 

up helping implement 
Wolfowitz’s neoconser- 

| vative war against Iraq. "= 
{John Healey/Reuters/Corbis) i. sist zi 


In the new Bush 
administration, 
Cabinet meetings 
were preceded by 

a moment of prayer. 
(Brooks Kraft/Corbis) 


The inner circle of Dick Cheney, 
Scooter Libby, and Donald 
Rumsfeld knew how to get things 
done its way in Washington, 
D.C. Libby was convicted on five 
felony counts of obstructing 
justice, perjury, and making false 
statements to investigators; 
Rumsfeld resigned after the 2006 
midterm elections showed 

how unhappy Americans 

were with the war in Iraq. 

(David Hume Kennerly/Getty Images) 


Though perceived as a voice of 
moderation, Secretary of State Colin 
Powell was ultimately used by Cheney 
to give credibility to the case for war. 
(Brooks Kratt/Corbis) 


Paul Wolfowitz enjoyed the close 
confidence of Dick Cheney. 
(Chuck Kennedy/KRT/Newscom) 


Paul Wolfowitz’s romantic relationship 
with Shaha Ali Riza may have been a factor 
that prevented him from becoming director 
of the CIA. (Courtesy of World Bank) 


Rumsfeld with Ahmed 
Chalabi, whom neocon- 
servatives hoped to install 
as the leader of Iraq. 

In June 2004, intelligence 
officials told reporters 
that Chalabi had leaked 
US stare secrets tolran. 
He denied the allegations. 
(Rabih Moghrabi/AFP/ 

Getty Images) 
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When Colin Powell 
presented the case for war 
‚| before the U.N. on Febru- 
fary 5, 2003, he insisted that 

iCIA director George Tenet 
| put his credibility on the 
line by appearing right 
behind him. The presenta- 
tion was full of lies. 
| (Elise Amendola/AP Photo) 
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After former ambassador Joseph C. 
Wilson IV found evidence that Iraq 
had not sought to buy uranium 
from Niger, Bush administration 
officials leaked the identity of his 
wife, Valerie Plame Wilson, as a CIA 


operative. (Lawrence Jackson/AP Photo) 


Six weeks after the U.S. invasion 
of Iraq, President Bush, 

in Tom Cruise-like Top Gun 
garb, landed on the USS Kitty 
Hawk, where he announced 
the end of combat operations 
beneath a banner reading 
MISSION ACCOMPLISHED. 

In fact, the war had barely 
begun. (Tyler J. Clements/ 

U.S. Navy photo/Reuters/Corbis) 


At Abu Ghraib prison in Iraq, 

torture and abuse of detainees became 

part of administration policies that included 

secret rendition of captives and disregard 

of the Geneva Convention. (AP Photo) | 


Lee Hamilton (left) and 

James Baker (right) led the Iraq 
Study Group and made 
hard-nosed recommendations 
to Bush 43 about extricating 
the United States from Iraq. 
(Pablo Martinez Monsivais/AP Photo) 


In December 2006, with the war in Iraq a disaster and George W. Bush’s 
presidency in political free fall, his father, George H.W. Bush, broke down 
in tears at the Florida State Capitol in Tallahassee, where his son Jeb 
was governor. (Courtesy of the Today Show/NBC) 
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In the Shadows 


For the moment American Airlines Flight 11 hit the North Tower 
of the World Trade Center at 8:46 a.m. on September 11, officials 
at the highest levels of the American intelligence apparatus —CIA 
director George Tenet, counterterrorism czar Richard Clarke, and 
countless analysts— knew that what was taking place was a terrorist 
attack orchestrated by Osama bin Laden and executed by Al-Qaeda. 
Nevertheless, the neocons, their patrons, and the Christian Right just 
as quickly came up with different villains and began to act accord- 
ingly. 

The neocon propaganda machine went into action nearly as quickly 
as the Pentagon did. By 1:15 p.m., just four hours after the attacks, 
Michael Ledeen, the neocon operative who had won notoriety in the 
Iran-contra scandal, filed a dispatch on the National Review’s website 
attacking the remaining realists in the administration and urging some- 
one to remind Bush that “we are still living with the consequences of 
Desert Shame, when his father and his father’s advisers— most notably 
Colin Powell and Brent Scowcroft—advised against finishing the job 
and liberating Irag." 

At 2:40 p.m., Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld ordered the 
military to put together retaliatory plans to go after not just bin Laden, 
but Saddam Hussein as well. According to notes taken by a Rumsfeld 
aide, the secretary of defense wanted “best info fast, judge whether 
good enough to hit SH [Saddam Hussein] at the same time, not only 
UBL,” the initials used to identify Osama bin Laden. “Go massive, 
sweep it all up, things related and not,” the notes said.’ 

Meanwhile, Laurie Mylroie, a darling of the neocons who had falsely 
reported that Saddam was behind the 1993 World Trade Center bomb- 
ing, turned in an opinion piece that was published in the Wall Street 
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Journal the next day, blaming the Iraqi dictator for 9/11 as well.* Intel- 
ligence analysts had already begun to tell journalists that Iraq had noth- 
ing to do with it.* Yet Mylroie’s theory was cited by and given credence 
by the Washington Post, CBS News,’ ABC,’ Fox News,’ U.S. News & 
World Report,’ CNN," The Times (London)," the Dallas Morning 
News,” and more than a hundred other media outlets—some of them 
repeatedly. “In my view, yesterday’s events were the latest step in Sad- 
dam’s war against the United States,” Mylroie told CBS News.” 

Mylroie’s baseless theories would have been harmless but for two 
things. They dovetailed perfectly with the policy aims of her associates 
who had won powerful positions in the Bush administration. In addition, 
at the time, few Americans had even heard of Osama bin Laden or 
Al-Qaeda. It scarcely seemed credible that a handful of jihadists in 
Afghanistan could possibly have put together such a spectacular opera- 
tion. Saddam Hussein, on the other hand, thanks to the Gulf War, was 
already clearly defined in the public imagination as a villain straight out 
of central casting. As a result, Saddam would soon be indelibly linked to 
9/11 in the minds of millions of Americans. 


*Mylroie was widely discredited by terrorism analysts such as CNN’s Peter 
Bergen, who called her a “crackpot” for arguing that Saddam was behind not just the 
1993 World Trade Center bombing, “but also every anti-American terrorist incident 
of the past decade, from the bombings of U.S. embassies in Kenya and Tanzania to the 
leveling of the federal building in Oklahoma City to September 11 itself.” Likewise, 
Daniel Benjamin, a fellow at the Center for Strategic and International Studies, notes 
that “Mylroie’s work has been carefully investigated by the CIA and the FBI.... The 
most knowledgeable analysts and investigators at the CIA and at the FBI believe that 
their work conclusively disproves Mylroie’s claims.” 

In a piece on Mylroie in the Washington Monthly, Bergen noted that her book, 
Study of Revenge: Saddam Hussein’s Unfinished War Against America, which was 
published by AEI in 2000, “makes it clear that Mylroie and the neocon hawks worked 
hand in glove to push her theory that Iraq was behind the 93 Trade Center bombing. 
Its acknowledgements fulsomely thanked John Bolton and the staff of AEI for their 
assistance, while Richard Perle glowingly blurbed the book as ‘splendid and wholly 
convincing.’ Lewis ‘Scooter’ Libby, now Vice President Cheney’s chief of staff, is 
thanked for his ‘generous and timely assistance.’ And it appears that Paul Wolfowitz 
himself was instrumental in the genesis of Study of Revenge.” 

Bergen pointed out that “the most comprehensive criminal investigation in his- 
tory —involving chasing down 500,000 leads and interviewing 175,000 people—has 
turned up no evidence of Iraq’s involvement” in 9/11, nor had the occupation of the 
country by a large American army turned up any such link. Mylroie was also the 
coauthor of Saddam Hussein and the Crisis in the Gulf with Judith Miller, the New 
York Times reporter who touted false information about Saddam’s WMD program 
during the run-up to war. 
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In the administration, the neocons began acting publicly as if Saddam 
was one of the perpetrators. At a Pentagon press briefing on September 
13, Paul Wolfowitz told reporters that “ending states who sponsor ter- 
rorism” would be a priority for the administration.’ An irate Colin 
Powell asked General Henry Shelton, chairman of the Joint Chiefs of 
Staff, “What are these guys thinking about? Can’t you get these guys 
back in the box?”” 

Regime change in Iraq now became the order of the day. On Septem- 
ber 16, Richard Perle told CNN, “Even if we cannot prove to the stan- 
dards we enjoy in our own civil society that [Iraq] was involved [in 
9/11], we do know that Saddam Hussein has ties to Osama bin Laden. ”* 
The next day, also on CNN, conservative Republican senator George 
Allen” broached the topic of regime change in Iraq, Iran, and Syria. On 
September 18, Wesley Clark, the former supreme allied commander of 
NATO, warned CNN that the Bush administration might “think it’s 
time for regime change” in Iraq.” 

Ten days after the attacks, on September 21, 2001, President Bush was 
told in a highly classified briefing that there was no credible evidence 
linking Saddam Hussein to the attacks, nor was there strong reason to 
believe Iraq had collaborated with Al-Qaeda.” But the neocon pressure 
mounted. On September 25, as the United States prepared for military 
action in Afghanistan, William Kristol advocated in the Washington 
Post for “regime change where possible,” and went after Colin Powell 
for being against it.” The next day, the Washington Times chimed in 
against Powell and for regime change.” On September 26, on PBS, 
Richard Perle was at it again, calling for destroying regimes in “countries 
like Iraq, like Syria, Sudan— parts of Lebanon and others.”” 


At the same time, the Christian Right had identified its own villain as 
being responsible for 9/11. “The ACLU had to take a lot of blame for 
this . . .” said Jerry Falwell in a televised interview on Pat Robertson’s 
700 Club.** “Throwing God out of the public square, out of the 
schools, the abortionists have got to bear some burden for this because 
God will not be mocked and when we destroy 40 million little innocent 


*In a phone call to CNN, Falwell later apologized for his statements and said only 
the terrorists should be blamed for the attacks. But he added that the ACLU and other 
groups “have attempted to secularize America, have removed our nation from its rela- 
tionship with Christ on which it was founded. .. . I therefore believe that that created 
an environment which possibly has caused God to lift the veil of protection which has 
allowed no one to attack America on our soil since 1812.” 
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babies, we make God mad. . . . I really believe that the pagans and the 
abortionists and the feminists and the gays and the lesbians who are 
actively trying to make that an alternative lifestyle, the ACLU, People 
for the American Way, all of them who try to secularize America... I 
point the finger in their face and say you helped this happen.” 

To fundamentalists, the atrocity of 9/11 was a harbinger of End 
Times. On raptureready.com, a website for followers of biblical 
prophecy, the Rapture Index, “the Dow Jones Industrial Average of 
end time activity” preceding the Rapture,” hit a historic high of 182, sug- 
gesting the end was near.* “Are these the End Times?” asked Don 
Poage, a member of Bush’s Bible study group in Midland. “You read in 
the Bible about wars, rumors of war, earthquakes, fires and floods... . 
We have those all the time. This was unique.”” 

Evangelicals who believe in “a real and personal” God, believe in “a 
real and personal” Devil as well—and now he had come to life in the 
persons of Osama bin Laden and Saddam Hussein. “We believe,” said 
Jerry Falwell, “it is Satan who works through the Stalins and the Adolf 
Hitlers and the Saddam Husseins and Osama bin Ladens,” designating 
them to be, in the biblical phrase, “instruments of evil,” as Bush himself 
described the terrorists a few weeks later. 

To evangelicals, Bush included, the attacks epitomized the struggle of 
good and evil, of God versus Satan, with the hijackers standing in for the 
latter. “Behind them is a cult of evil which seeks to harm the innocent 
and thrives on human suffering,” Bush said. “Theirs is the worst kind of 
cruelty, the cruelty that is fed, not weakened, by tears. Theirs is the worst 
kind of violence, pure malice, while daring to claim the authority of 
God. We cannot fully understand the designs and power of evil. It is 
enough to know that evil, like goodness, exists. And in the terrorists, evil 
has found a willing servant. ””7 

Now Satan had shown his hand. “We have come to know truths that 
we will never question,” Bush told the nation.” “Evil is real. And it must 
be opposed.” 

“This will be a monumental struggle of good versus evil,” Bush said. 
“But good will prevail.”” Never had his demeanor been more solemn. 

If Saddam was Satan’s man for the hour, to American evangelicals, 1t 
followed naturally that George W. Bush was God’s. A few days after the 
attacks, Bush had a small group of evangelical leaders to the White 
House to discuss the theological implications of the terrorist attacks. 


* According to the website, a reading of 145 means “Fasten your seat belts.” 
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According to an article by journalist Max Blumenthal, James Merritt, 
president of the Southern Baptist Convention, offered the president a 
few words of hope. 

“Mr. President, you and I are fellow believers in Jesus Christ,” Mer- 
ritt said. Bush nodded. 

“We both believe there is a sovereign God in control of this uni- 
verse.” 

Again, Bush agreed. 

“Since God knew that those planes would hit those towers before 
you and I were ever born,” Merritt said, “since God knew that you 
would be sitting in that chair before this world was ever created, I can 
only draw the conclusion that you are God’s man for this hour.”*° 

With that, Bush reportedly began to cry. 

In the horror of a moment that struck the deepest chords of America’s 
sense of nationalism and patriotism, Bush’s stark moral clarity resonated 
powertully across the country. When American troops arrived in 
Afghanistan in early October, and Operation Enduring Freedom began, 
his approval ratings shot through the roof—hitting 92 percent, accord- 
ing to an ABC poll. He now had the highest approval rating of any pres- 
ident in American history—topping his father’s stratospheric ratings 


after the first Gulf War.” 


Meanwhile, Dick Cheney quietly went to work behind the scenes. A 
groundbreaking four-part series on the vice president in the Washington 
Post by Barton Gellman and Jo Becker in June 2007, the first journalism 
to penetrate the clandestine and mystifying Office of the Vice President, 
provides the most revealing glimpse at how adroitly Cheney navigated 
the bureaucratic shoals of the executive branch to get exactly what he 
wanted.* According to the series, the vice president’s reaction to the 
shocking collapse of the South Tower of the World Trade Center showed 
a man who, while watching one of the great tragedies in American his- 
tory, silently and instantly turned his complete attention to operating the 
levers of power—to the exclusion of any apparent emotional response 
whatsoever. 


*Perhaps as much as any single piece of journalism, the Gellman-Becker series 
illustrated the problems of informing the American people about what is really going 
on in their government today. Even though the series was hailed on the Internet in the 
liberal blogosphere and featured prominently in the Washington Post, the essential but 
arcane details behind Cheney’s bureaucratic machinations were largely ignored by the 
mainstream press. 
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With thousands dead or dying and millions of people across the 
country in a state of panic, Cheney made no sound and his expression 
remained unchanged. “What [his colleagues] saw,” the Post reported, 
“was extraordinary self-containment and a rapid shift of focus to the 
machinery of power. . . . Cheney began planning for a conflict that 
would call upon lawyers as often as soldiers and spies.” 

A master bureaucrat who had long believed in an exceptionally pow- 
erful executive branch, Cheney immediately moved to expand the 
authority of the White House to fight a new kind of war, one that 
required new tactics, strategies, and tools. This was the beginning of 
what was sometimes called the Unitary Executive or the New Paradigm, 
doctrines that called for vastly enhanced presidential authority and 
extreme flexibility in its use. 

Cheney knew well that the principle of checks and balances, of the 
separation of powers, involved far more than Congress having the 
power to go toe to toe with the White House. Over the years, Congress 
and scores of government agencies had devised hundreds of bureaucratic 
mechanisms backed by statutory power to ensure that officials could be 
held responsible by the people who elected them. Cheney, however, 
often viewed such mechanisms as unnecessary encumbrances. His first 
step was to use his loyal cadre to secretly implement a series of profound 
and far-reaching legal changes. 

Specifically, on the morning of 9/11, that meant summoning back to 
work his trusted counsel David Addington, then making the long trek 
home by foot, along with thousands of other panicked evacuees.” Within 
a few hours, Addington had joined forces with deputy White House 
counsel Timothy Flanigan** and John Yoo, the deputy chief of the 
Office of Legal Counsel in the Justice Department who later became 
known for his work on the Patriot Act and for being the author of 
memos advocating the possible legality of torture and denying enemy 
combatants the protection afforded by the Geneva Convention. White 
House counsel Alberto Gonzales, who had been the president’s personal 
lawyer in Texas, joined them later. 

As the Post series reported it, with Yoo playing the role of chief the- 
orist, the trio got right to work drafting the document that was later 
approved by the U.S. Senate to authorize the use of military force in 


*When Flanigan left his job in late 2002 to become general counsel at Tyco, one of 
his first hires was lobbyist Jack Abramoff. His mission: to lobby Congress and the 
White House so that Tyco’s Bermuda tax haven would be preserved. 
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Afghanistan. Specifically, the document allowed the president “to use all 
necessary and appropriate force against those nations, organizations, or 
persons he determines planned, authorized, committed, or aided the ter- 
rorist attacks that occurred on September 11, 2001, or harbored such 
organizations or persons, in order to prevent any future acts of interna- 
tional terrorism against the United States... .”* The extraordinarily 
broad language was used, Yoo said, because “this war was so different, 
you can’t predict what might come up.”* 

Cheney made sure that his legal team could work in complete secrecy. 
As he himself explained on NBC’s Meet the Press just after the attacks, 
“We also have to work, through, sort of the dark side, if you will. We’ve 
got to spend time in the shadows in the intelligence world. A lot of what 
needs to be done here will have to be done quietly, without any discus- 
sion. ...”” Information flowed into Cheney’s office, the Post reported, 
but nothing flowed out. On Cheney’s orders, the Secret Service 
destroyed visitor logs into the Office of the Vice President.* Mean- 
while, Yoo went to work to give the president even more powers. Since 
1978, the warrantless interception of communications to and from the 
United States had been prohibited by federal law. But Yoo’s September 
25 memo authorized such surveillance, in secret, “incident to” the 
authority Congress had just granted.” The memo dramatically enhanced 
the power of the executive branch by leaving the courts and Congress 
out of the loop. 

As the ranking national security lawyer in the White House, John 
Bellinger should have had direct line responsibility for authorizing the 
new surveillance program. According to the Post, however, David 
Addington had contempt for Bellinger, and thought he was likely to 
object to the surveillance. As a result, to avoid a potential conflict with 
Bellinger, Addington, armed with Cheney’s proxy, kept the program 
secret not just from Congress and the courts, but from Bellinger as 
well.* In other words, an operative of the vice president was keeping the 
White House lawyer in the dark. 

According to Bruce Fein, a constitutional lawyer who served as asso- 
ciate deputy attorney general under Ronald Reagan, the new domestic 
spying program that eventually emerged from this authorization flouted 
the Foreign Intelligence Surveillance Act of 1978 (FISA) by directing the 
National Security Agency to subject American citizens to electronic sur- 
veillance “on [the president’s] say-so alone.” Writing in the Washington 
Monthly, Fein characterized the program as being based on “an imperial 
theory of inherent constitutional power that would empower [the pres- 
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ident] to open mail, break in and enter homes, or torture detainees, 
even in violation of federal criminal statutes.”*' 

About a month later, toward the end of October, Cheney called on his 
legal team to resolve another significant issue. The vice president had 
become frustrated by a key question that confronted U.S. forces fighting 
the war on terror: Should captured fighters from Al-Qaeda and the Tal- 
iban face federal trials, military courts-martial—or other procedures 
such as military commissions?” Federal trials, of course, would grant cap- 
tured combatants all the legal privileges afforded by the U.S. criminal jus- 
tice system. Military courts-martial would give them the rights granted 
by the Geneva Conventions. Military commissions, on the other hand, 
essentially served as tribunals designed to operate outside either civilian 
or military law and offered far fewer protections. Secret evidence could be 
used in a trial but withheld from the defendant, if it was deemed appro- 
priate. Hearsay evidence was admissible. So was coerced testimony. Pris- 
oners could be held indefinitely. 

An interagency group led by Pierre Prosper, U.S. ambassador at large 
for war crimes, had already been assembled to deal with the thorny legal 
issues involved in resolving which forum to use, but it had yet to come 
up with a definitive answer. Prosper’s group reportedly invited Cheney’s 
legal team to join their meetings, but the vice president’s lawyers did not 
respond. They were sick of waiting and knew what their boss wanted 
anyway. “The interagency was just constipated,” a Cheney colleague 
told the Post.* 

Instead of working with Prosper, the vice president’s legal team 
undertook a dazzling bureaucratic tour de force that revealed Cheney 
at his vintage best. According to the Post series, Timothy Flanigan and 
David Addington decided it would be constructive to show the bureau- 
crats that the president could act “without their blessing—and without 
the interminable process that goes along with getting that blessing.” 
On November 6, John Yoo wrote another opinion, this one declaring 
that President Bush had the constitutional authority to institute military 
commissions without consulting either Congress or the federal courts. 
Yoo told the Post that he saw no need to consult Congress or the Justice 
Department. 

Over the next week, Cheney’s team adroitly guided its new policy to 
the Oval Office, avoiding along the way the oversight provided by nor- 
mal bureaucratic channels in the State Department, the Justice Depart- 
ment, Congress, and potentially hostile White House lawyers and 
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presidential advisers. On Veterans Day, the Post reported, Cheney faced 
down an irate Attorney General John Ashcroft, who was enraged that as 
the senior law enforcement officer in the land, he had been entirely cut 
out of the loop. After the meeting, Cheney not only barred Ashcroft 
from having an audience with Bush about the subject, he also delivered 
the coup de grâce. 

As Gellman and Becker reported it: 


Three days after the Ashcroft meeting, Cheney brought the order for 
military commissions to Bush. No one told [White House national 
security lawyer John] Bellinger, [National Security Adviser Con- 
doleezza] Rice, or Powell, who continued to think that Prosper’s 
working group was at the helm. 

After leaving Bush’s private dining room, the vice president took no 
chances on a last-minute objection. He sent the [unsigned] order on a 
swift path to execution that left no sign of his role. After Addington 
and Flanigan, the text passed to [Bradford] Berenson, the associate 
White House counsel. Cheney’s link to the document broke there: 
Berenson was not told of its provenance.” 

Berenson rushed the order to deputy staff secretary Stuart W. 
Bowen Jr., bearing instructions to prepare it for signature immedi- 
ately —without advance distribution to the presidents top advisers. 
Bowen objected, he told colleagues later, saying he had handled thou- 
sands of presidential documents without ever bypassing strict proce- 
dures of coordination and review. He relented, one White House 
official said, only after “rapid, urgent persuasion” that Bush was stand- 
ing by to sign and that the order was too sensitive to delay. 


Three days later, on November 14, Cheney spoke before the U.S. 
Chamber of Commerce. Asserting that terrorists were not the same as 
lawful combatants, Cheney declared, “They don’t deserve to be treated 
as a prisoner of war. They don’t deserve the same guarantees and safe- 
guards that would be used for an American citizen going through the 
normal judicial process.... They will have a fair trial, but it’ll be under 
the procedures of a military tribunal.”* 

At the time, Bush’s poll numbers were still in the stratosphere. In 
Afghanistan, the United States had just carpet-bombed enemy forces in 
the city of Mazari Sharif. Immediately afterward, the pro-U.S. Northern 
Alliance swept in and routed the Taliban there, leading to a collapse of 
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Taliban positions throughout the country. The pro-U.S. Northern 
Alliance swept through one province after another at will. On November 
12, the Taliban fled the capital, Kabul. They were in full retreat through- 
out Afghanistan. American casualties were minuscule. Al-Qaeda and 
Taliban forces, possibly including Osama bin Laden himself, appeared to 
have been cornered, forced into the Tora Bora cave complex on the Pak- 
istani border. Determined to fight back, and doing so victoriously, the 
American people were united as one. 

But only a handful of Americans knew what was really going on in 
Washington. By concocting “theories for evading the law and Constitu- 
tion that would have embarrassed King George III,” as Bruce Fein put 
it,” Cheney had authorized domestic surveillance programs to spy on 
American citizens, thereby contravening the Foreign Intelligence Sur- 
veillance Act. By authorizing military commissions, he had given the 
president “the functions of judge, jury, and prosecutor in the trial of war 
crimes,” according to Fein, claiming “the authority to detain American 
citizens as enemy combatants indefinitely . . . a frightening power indis- 
tinguishable from King Louis XVI’s execrated lettres de cachet that 
occasioned the storming of the Bastille.”* 

He had shredded cherished constitutional guarantees, including the 
right of habeas corpus. On PBS’s Bill Moyers Journal, Fein was more 
specific. “We’re talking about assertions of power that affect the individ- 
ual liberties of every American citizen,” he said. “Opening your mail, 
your e-mails, your phone calls. Breaking and entering your homes. 
Creating a pall of fear and intimidation [so that] if you say anything 
against the president you may find retaliation very quickly.”” 

Perhaps most astonishing of all, somehow or other, Cheney had 
managed to accomplish all of this by dancing through the executive 
bureaucracy, leaving almost no footprints. 


For the few remaining allies of the elder George Bush in the administra- 
tion, the ongoing machinations of Cheney and the neocons, and George 
W. Bush’s seeming acquiescence with them, created a difficult situation. 
Brent Scowcroft was a case in point. 

In an administration in which the president was bereft of foreign pol- 
icy expertise, no one had more experience than Scowcroft. As senior mil- 
itary assistant to Richard Nixon at the end of the Vietnam War, Scowcroft 
had impressed Henry Kissinger, then serving as Nixon’s national security 
adviser. “I saw Scowcroft disagreeing with [Nixon chief of staff H. R.] 
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Haldeman, and Haldeman very imperiously tried to insist on his point of 
view,” Kissinger told The New Yorker’s Jeffrey Goldberg. “[Scowcroft] 
was a terrier who had got hold of someone’s leg and wouldn’t let it go. In 
his polite and mild manner, he insisted on his view, which was correct. It 
was some procedural matter, but he was challenging Haldeman at the 
height of Haldeman’s power.”* 

Scowcroft’s modest demeanor was something of an anomaly in a 
world dominated by swaggering foreign policy hands intoxicated by 
the allure of juggling the fate of nations.” With Kissinger as his patron, 
however, the soft-spoken, understated Scowcroft rose to become national 
security adviser to President Gerald Ford and held the same position later 
under George H.W. Bush. To the latter especially, he became a trusted 
counselor. The two men became so close that Scowcroft got a condo- 
minium in Kennebunkport, Maine, near the Bush tamily compound. 
“(Scowcroft is] not a blowhard. ...” Bush 41 wrote in an e-mail to The 
New Yorker. “I mean someone I can depend on to tell me what I need to 
know and not just what I want to hear, and at the same time he is some- 
one on whom I know I always can rely and trust implicitly.”* 

During the Gulf War, Scowcroft, perhaps more than any adviser in 
the administration, had convinced Bush 41 that Saddam’s occupation of 
Kuwait demanded that the United States go to war. Likewise, he had 
been equally forceful in declaring that America’s military response had 
to be tempered. A true realist, Scowcroft believed power must be used 
when necessary, but it should be used judiciously, appropriately, and 
pragmatically. 

Now seventy-six and still at the top of his game, Scowcroft found 
himself in an especially awkward position. In his few months serving 
Bush 43 as head of the Foreign Intelligence Advisory Board, a biparti- 
san council established to advise the president on how effectively the 
intelligence community was serving the country, Scowcroft had already 
figured out that George W. Bush was not paying much attention to the 
board.” Given his decades of experience, he had expected to play a big- 
ger role in the administration. 

After 9/11, Scowcroft had revised a report he started before the 
attacks, and concluded that the U.S. intelligence apparatus had been 
designed to meet the needs of the Cold War era and therefore needed to 
be overhauled. The terrorism of 9/11 merely made his point more rele- 
vant. After all, the attacks had come from rogue Islamist terrorists based 
in underdeveloped Afghanistan, a country about which the United 
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States knew little—not a giant superpower like China or the former 
Soviet Union. 

Rumsfeld, however, “was strongly opposed” to Scowcroft’s ideas,” 
presumably because they would give more power to the CIA rather 
than the National Security Agency, which is under the authority of the 
Pentagon. Not long after discussing the issue with Rumsfeld, according 
to Ron Suskind’s The One Percent Doctrine: Deep Inside America’s Pur- 
suit of Its Enemies Since 9/11, Scowcroft went to the Office of the Vice 
President to see what Cheney’s take would be. Well aware that Cheney 
and Rumsfeld had a long friendship, shared everything, and often oper- 
ated as a duo, Scowcroft sought to give Cheney an easy out. “Dick, 
look,” he said. “My proposals would be disruptive. There’s no question 
about it. If you think this is a bad time for it, Pll just fold my tent and go 
away. I don’t want to.... But Pll be guided by you.”* 

Cheney now had the choice of calling Scowcroft off, thereby defus- 
ing a potential conflict within the administration, or sending Scowcroft 
out on a fool’s errand, pitting Bush 41’s close friend, as Suskind noted, 
against Bush 43’s cabinet secretary, who just happened to be 41’s life- 
long nemesis. Cheney chose the latter. “Go ahead, submit the report to 
the President,” Cheney said. Scowcroft had once been Cheney’s men- 
tor, his patron. Now the vice president was just humoring him. 

By October, the Bush-Cheney administration was nine months old 
and increasingly it appeared to Scowcroft that he was being set up for 
failure or irrelevancy. It was hard not to notice the rise of the neocons 
and the increasing antipathy toward realists like him and Colin Powell. 

In the State Department, tension was mounting daily. “There had 
been a sense of euphoria when Powell arrived,” recalled one veteran 
State Department official, “because this was the guy who was going to 
lead us and bring prestige to the department. But suddenly there was 
realization that Powell wasn’t driving foreign policy, that the State 
Department’s role was being usurped by the Pentagon.” 

At the same time, in the immediate aftermath of the attacks, Under 
Secretary of Defense Douglas Feith put together what became known as 
the Counterterrorism Evaluation Group—a duo really —consisting of 
“Clean Break” coauthor David Wurmser and Michael Maloof, who 
was then with the Pentagon’s Technology Security Operations, to work 
in a small windowless room in the Pentagon where they dug through 
raw, uncorroborated classified data that had not made it into the CIA’s 
final reports. “We discovered tons of raw intelligence,” Maloof told the 
New York Times’s James Risen. “We were stunned that we couldn’t 
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find any mention of it in the CIA’s finished reports.” Each week, they 
reported to Steve Cambone, a fellow neocon and PNAC signatory who 
was then Feith’s chief aide 

Maloof said that Cheney questioned the CIA’s abilities because in 
1990 the Agency had failed to uncover Saddam’s ongoing nuclear pro- 
gram, which was exposed after the Gulf War. “After the war, when [for- 
mer head of the Iraq Survey Group] David Kay and the inspectors went 
in,” said Maloof, “they reported that Iraq was only six months away.”* 

Richard Perle, who was close to Feith, Wurmser, and Maloof, minced 
no words. “I think the people working on the Persian Gulf at the CIA 
are pathetic,” he said. “They have just made yaa) mistakes. They 
have a record over 30 years of being wrong.” He explained that the 
CIA’s analyses did not allow for the possibility that Iraq was working 
with Al-Qaeda.” 

Instead of relying on traditional intelligence techniques and sources, 
Maloof and Wurmser went to already discredited sources such as INC 
founder Ahmed Chalabi. “I knew Chalabi from years earlier,” said 
Maloof, “so I basically asked for help in giving us direction as to where 
to look for information in our own system in order to be able to get a 
clear picture of what we were doing. They were quite helpful.” 

But veteran intelligence analysts looked askance at their sourcing. “I 
don’t have any problem with them bringing in a couple of people to take 
another look at the intelligence and challenge the assessments,” said 
Patrick Lang, the former analyst for the DIA. “But the problem is that 
they brought in people who were not intelligence professionals, people 
were brought in because they thought like them. They knew what 
answers they were going to get.”* 


By October, the cry for toppling Saddam went out again and again from 
all the usual suspects—Robert Kagan,” William Kristol, Charles 
Krauthammer,” Richard Perle, William Safire, and Paul Wolfowitz in 
the Weekly Standard, the New York Times, the Washington Post, and the 


*In November 2001, Paul Glastris wrote in the Washington Monthly: “It would be 
hard to exaggerate how much Secretary of Defense Donald Rumsfeld and his top aide 
Stephen Cambone were hated within the Pentagon prior to September 11. Among 
other mistakes, Rumsfeld and Cambone foolishly excluded top civilian and military 
leaders when planning an overhaul of the military to meet new threats, thereby 
ensuring even greater bureaucratic resistance. According to the Washington Post, an 
Army general joked to a Hill staffer that ‘if he had one round left in his revolver, he 
would take out Steve Cambone.’” 
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National Review." “It is absurd to claim . . .” wrote Safire, “that Iraq is not 
an active collaborator with, harborer of, and source of sophisticated train- 
ing and unconventional weaponry for bin Laden’s world terror net- 
work.”® 

The neocons begged for Bush to widen the war on terror. At times, 
these pleas for war took the form of taunts assailing Scowcroft’s lack of 
machismo. “[R]egime change . . . makes [Scowcroft’s] palms sweaty with 
anxiety,” wrote Rich Lowry in the National Review. “Please, Condi,” 
Lowry counseled the national security adviser, “stop taking his calls.” 

As the close friend of Bush 41, and his public voice, Scowcroft was 
particularly sensitive to criticizing Bush 43 in public. Judicious to a 
fault, he generally preferred to work behind the scenes, discreetly giv- 
ing his advice and letting people take or leave it. But by mid-October it 
was clear that they were choosing the latter. His recent meeting with 
Cheney would turn out to be his last. 

So, on October 16, 2001, for the first time, Scowcroft went public in 
the Washington Post. Harking back to the Gulf War of 1991, he asserted 
that if the United States had gone on to Baghdad, “Our Arab allies . . . 
would have deserted us, creating an atmosphere of hostility to the United 
States . . . [that] might well have spawned scores of Osama bin Ladens.... 
[W]e already hear voices declaring that the United States is too focused on 
a multilateral approach. The United States knows what needs to be done, 
these voices say, and we should just go ahead and do it. Coalition partners 
just tie our hands... .” For the war on terror to be successful, he con- 
cluded, it would have to be “even more dependent on coalition-building 
than was the Gulf War.” 

Scowcroft’s words were measured, but they were exactly what the 
neocons did not want to hear. By now, it was clear to him that they 
were trying to use 9/11 as a springboard to invade Iraq. “He knew they 
were going to try to manipulate the president into thinking there was 
some unfinished business,” said an administration official. “For him to 
say something publicly was a watershed. This was where the roads 
diverged.” 


At about the same time, in Italy, the Niger operation went into over- 
drive. The details of how this happened and who did what remain 
murky. Accounts from usually reputable newspapers in Great Britain, 
Italy, and the United States, from the U.S. Senate Intelligence Commit- 
tee, and other outlets are at great variance with one another on a number 
of points. But in October 2001, the Italian intelligence service, SISMI, 
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which had already sent reports about the alleged Niger deal to French 
intelligence, finally had the information forwarded to British and U.S. 
intelligence.“ The exact dates of the distribution are unclear, but accord- 
ing to the British daily newspaper The Independent, Rocco Martino, the 
freelance SISMI operative, personally delivered the dossier to the Vaux- 
hall Cross headquarters of the British Secret Intelligence Service (MI6) 
in south London.® Early that month, according to La Repubblica, 
SISMI also gave a report about the Niger deal to Jeff Castelli, the CIA 
station chief in Rome.” 

Then, on October 15, 2001, Nicolo Pollari, the newly appointed 
chief of SISMI, made his first visit to his counterparts at the CIA in the 
United States. Under pressure from conservative Italian prime minister 
Silvio Berlusconi to turn over information that would be useful for 
America’s Iraq war policy, Pollari met “with top CIA officials to pro- 
vide a SISMI dossier indicating that Iraq had sought to buy uranium in 
Niger,” according to an article by Philip Giraldi in the American 
Conservative. 

Pollari’s dossier, however, apparently did not include the actual forged 
documents themselves. According to the Senate Intelligence Committee, 
the analysts saw the report as “very limited and lacking needed detail.” 
Nevertheless, the State Department directed the U.S. embassy in Niger 
to check out the alleged uranium deal. On November 20, 2001, the U.S. 
embassy in Niamey, the capital of Niger, disseminated a cable reporting 
on a meeting between the American ambassador, Barbro Owens- 
Kirkpatrick, and the director general of Niger’s French-led consortium. 
According to the Senate report, the head of the consortium told Ambas- 
sador Owens-Kirkpatrick that “there was no possibility” that the gov- 
ernment of Niger had diverted any yellowcake to Iraq.” 

Shortly afterward, State Department analysts also concluded that the 
Niger deal was a fraud. In December 2001, Greg Thielmann, director for 
strategic proliferation and military affairs at the State Department’s 
Bureau of Intelligence and Research (INR), reviewed Iraq’s WMD pro- 
gram for Secretary of State Colin Powell. “A whole lot of things told us 
that the report was bogus,” said Thielmann. “This wasn’t highly con- 
tested. There weren’t strong advocates on the other side. It was done, shot 
down.”* 


Who was directing reports of an Iragi-Niger yellowcake deal to Amer- 
ican intelligence officials? And why did the reports keep coming back to 
U.S. officials even after they had been discredited? The answer to those 
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questions may never be known. But some knowledgeable observers 
wondered if one of the people involved might be Michael Ledeen, the 
neocon analyst in Washington who had connections both to Italian 
intelligence and the top neocons in the Bush administration. 

Waving an unlit cigar in his eleventh-floor office at the American 
Enterprise Institute in Washington on a December afternoon in 2005, 
Ledeen insisted otherwise. After nineteen years at the AEI, Ledeen 
holds the institute’s Freedom Chair and rates a corner office decorated 
with prints of the Colosseum in Rome, the Duomo in Florence, and 
other mementos of his days in Italy when he studied Italian fascism in 
the seventies and was Rome correspondent for the New Republic in the 
eighties. Having served at various posts in the Pentagon, the State 
Department, and the National Security Council, Ledeen relished play- 
ing the role of the intriguer.*”* During the Iran-contra scandal of the 
eighties, Ledeen won notoriety for introducing Oliver North to his 
friend the Iranian arms dealer Manucher Ghorbanifar, who was labeled 
“an intelligence fabricator” by the CIA. Ledeen has made his share of 
enemies along the way. According to Larry C. Johnson, a former CIA 
officer who was deputy director of the State Department Office of 
Counterterrorism from 1989 to 1993, “The C.I.A. viewed Ledeen as a 
meddlesome troublemaker who usually got it wrong and was allied 
with people who were dangerous to the U.S., such as Ghorbanifar.”” 

Apprised of such views, Ledeen, no fan of the CIA, responded, 
“Oh, that’s a shock. Ghorbanifar over the years has been one of the 
most accurate sources of understanding what is going on in Iran... . I 
have always thought the CIA made a big mistake.”” 

Bearded and balding, the sixty-seven-year-old Ledeen made for an 
unlikely 007. On the one hand, he could be self-deprecating, describing 


*Ledeen’s fascination with fantasy and intrigue, albeit of a very different variety, 
dates back to his childhood in California where his father designed the air- 
conditioning system for Disney Studios. As Ledeen wrote in “Remembering My 
Family Friend, Walt Disney,” he grew up having forged “a special bond” with the leg- 
endary Walt Disney himself, surrounded by Disney creatures, “from Mickey and 
Donald to Pooh and Eeyore.” Family legend had it, he wrote, that “my mother was 
the model for Snow White.” And for intrigue, Ledeen says that he “got to see Walt’s 
‘secret room,’ which you got to by pushing a button under his desk and then a wall 
panel opened and revealed a playroom full of all kinds of toys and gadgets. And his 
house was really a playhouse; there was a model train that ran from the kitchen out to 
the backyard, and on a good day the train would come puffing out with hamburgers 
and Cokes. Such fun.” 
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himself as “powerless . . . and, well, schlumpy.”” On the other, one of 
his bios grandiosely proclaimed that he has executed “the most sensitive 
and dangerous missions in recent American history.”” 

Propping his feet up on his desk next to an icon of villainy —a mask 
of Darth Vader—Ledeen explained, “I’m tired of being described as 
someone who likes fascism and is a warmonger. I’ve said it over and 
over again. I’m not the person you think you are looking for. .. . I think 
it’s obvious I have no clout in the administration. I haven’t had a role. I 
don’t have a role.” He barely knew Karl Rove, he said, and “had no 
professional relationship with any agency of the federal government 
during the Bush administration. That includes the Pentagon.” 

However, considerable evidence suggests that Ledeen has had far 
more access to the highest levels of the Bush administration than he lets 
on. Even before Bush took office, Rove asked Ledeen to funnel ideas to 
the White House.® According to U.S. Airforce Lieutenant Colonel 
Karen Kwiatkowski, who worked in the Pentagon during the run-up to 
the Iraq War, Ledeen “was in and out of [the Pentagon] . . . all the 
time.” “Clean Break” signatory Meyrav Wurmser described Ledeen as 
being a close friend of her and her husband, David, who held key posts 
in the Pentagon and the State Department and went on to become Dick 
Cheney’s chief Middle East adviser. Through his ties to Rove and 
Deputy National Security Adviser Stephen Hadley,” Ledeen was also 
wired into key figures in the White House. 

To Ledeen, Iraq was just one part of a larger war. When Scowcroft 
warned that a war with Iraq might turn the region into a cauldron, 
Ledeen wrote, “It’s always reassuring to hear Brent Scowcroft attack 
one’s cherished convictions; it makes one cherish them all the more.... 
One can only hope that we turn the region into a cauldron, and faster, 
please’ 

“Faster, please” became his mantra, repeated incessantly in his 
National Review columns. Rhapsodizing about war week after week, in 
the aftermath of 9/11, seemingly intoxicated by the grandiosity of his 
fury, Ledeen became chief rhetorician for neoconservative visionaries 
who wanted to remake the Middle East. “Creative destruction* is our 
middle name, both within our own society and abroad,” he wrote just 


*The phrase creative destruction is most often associated with the economist 
Joseph Schumpeter, who used it to describe the transformation whereby entrepreneurs 
introduce radical innovations that create long-term growth but destroy the value of 
older companies in the process. 
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nine days after the attacks. “We must destroy [our enemies] to advance 
our historic mission.”™ 

The U.S. must be “imperious, ruthless, and relentless,” he argued, 
until there has been “total surrender” by the Muslim world. “We must 
keep our fangs bared,” he wrote, “we must remind them daily that we 
Americans are in a rage, and we will not rest until we have avenged our 
dead, we will not be sated until we have had the blood of every miserable 
little tyrant in the Middle East, until every leader of every cell of the ter- 
ror network is dead or locked securely away, and every last drooling 
anti-Semitic and anti-American mullah, imam, sheikh, and ayatollah is 
either singing the praises of the United States of America, or pumping 
gasoline, for a dime a gallon, on an American military base near the Arc- 
HECE 


If Ledeen seems like too marginal a figure to have played a role in the 
run-up to war, and Rome an unlikely site for unseemly events, it is 
worth recalling that Ledeen has a long history of ties to Italian intelli- 
gence. In addition, it is important to understand that in Italy ultra- 
conservative Cold Warriors battled the Communists not just electorally 
but through undercover operations in the intelligence world. “In addi- 
tion to the secret service, SISMI, there was another, informal, parallel 
secret service,” said Guido Moltedo, an editor at Europa, a center-left 
daily newspaper in Italy. “It was known as Propaganda Due.”* 

Led by a neo-fascist named Licio Gelli, Propaganda Due, or P-2, 
with its penchant for secret rituals and exotic covert operations, was the 
stuff of conspiracy fantasies — except that it was real. According to the 
Sunday Times of London, until 1986 members agreed to have their 
throats slit and tongues cut out if they broke their oaths. Subversive, 
authoritarian, and right wing, the group was sometimes referred to as 
the P-2 Masonic Lodge because of its ties to the secret society of 
Masons, and it served as the covert intelligence agency for militant 
anticommunists. It was also linked to Operation Gladio, a secret para- 
military wing of NATO that supported far-right military coups in 
Greece and Turkey during the Cold War. 

In 1981 the Italian Parliament banned Propaganda Due, and all secret 
organizations in Italy, after an investigation concluded that it had infil- 
trated the highest levels of Italy’s judiciary, parliament, military, and 
press, and was tied to assassinations, kidnappings, and arms deals 
around the world. But before it was banned, P-2 members and their 
allies participated in two ideologically driven international black- 
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propaganda schemes that foreshadowed the Niger embassy job twenty 
years later. The first took place in 1980, when Francesco Pazienza, a 
charming and sophisticated Propaganda Due operative in SISMI, 
allegedly teamed up with Michael Ledeen, who was then the Rome cor- 
respondent for the New Republic. 

According to the Wall Street Journal, Pazienza said he first met 
Ledeen that summer, through a SISMI agent in New York who was 
working under the cover of a U.N. job.” Ultimately, the investigation in 
The Wall Street Journal, articles in The Nation, and a book by Frank 
Brodhead, The Rise and Fall of the Bulgarian Connection, linked Ledeen 
and SISMI to two major international disinformation scams. One of the 
operations targeted Billy Carter, President Jimmy Carter’s hard- 
drinking younger brother, for having financial ties to Libyan dictator 
Muammar Qaddafi in what became known as the Billygate scandal. 
The second one, which was known as the Bulgarian Connection, 
involved a series of articles by Ledeen and others that talsely tied the 
1981 attempted assassination ot Pope John Paul II to the KGB. 

According to the 1985 investigation by Jonathan Kwitny in the Wall 
Street Journal, Ledeen’s Billvgate articles, which appeared in The New 
Republic in America and Now magazine in Great Britain, were part of 
a SISMI disinformation operation" to tilt the 1980 American presiden- 
tial election. Billy Carter admitted accepting a $220,000 loan trom 
Qaddafi’s regime, but the Journal reported that he “wasn’t the only one 
allegedly getting money from a foreign government.” According to 
Pazienza, Kwtiney reported, Michael Ledeen had received at least 
$120,000 trom SISMI® for his work on Billygate and other projects. 
Ledeen even had a coded identity, Z-3, and allegedy was paid via a 
Bermuda bank account. 

Ledeen told the Journal that a consulting firm he owned, ISI, worked 
tor SISMI and may have received the money.” He said he did not recall 
whether or not he had a coded identity. 

Pazienza was subsequently convicted in absentia on multiple charges, 
including having used extortion and fraud to obtain embarrassing facts 
about Billy Carter. Ledeen was never charged with any crime, but he 
was cited in Pazienza’s indictment, which read, “With the illicit support 
of the SISMI and in collaboration with the well-known American ‘Ital- 
ianist’ Michael Ledeen, Pazienza succeeded in extorting, also using 
fraudulent means, information ... on the Libyan business of Billy 
Carter, the brother of the then President of the United States.” 

Ledeen denied having worked with Pazienza or Propaganda Due as 
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part of a disinformation scheme. “I knew Pazienza,” he explained. “I 
didn’t think P-2 existed. I thought it was all nonsense—typical Italian fan- 
tasy.”” He added, “I’m not aware that anything in [the Billygate] story 
turned out to be false.” Asked if he had worked with SISMI, Ledeen 
said, “No.” But then he added, “I had a project with SISMI—one proj- 
ect.” He described it as a simple “desktop” exercise in 1979 or 1980, in 
which he taught Italian intelligence how to deal with U.S. officials on 
extradition matters. His fee, he said, was about $10,000. (For more on 
Ledeen’s role in these disinformation operations, see Note 94 in Chapter 
14.) 

When Reagan took office, Ledeen was made special assistant to 
Alexander Haig, Reagan’s secretary of state. Ledeen later took a staff 
position on Reagan’s National Security Council and played a key role 
in initiating the illegal arms-for-hostages deal with Iran that became 
known as the Iran-contra scandal. 

In 1981, P-2 was outlawed and police raided the home of its leader, 
Licio Gelli. Authorities found a list of nearly a thousand prominent 
public figures in Italy who were believed to be members. Among them 
was a right-wing billionaire media mogul who had not yet entered 
politics— Silvio Berlusconi.” Officially, Propaganda Due was dead, but 
in some ways, it was becoming more powerful than ever. 

In 1994, Berlusconi was elected prime minister. Rather than dis- 
tance himself from the organization, he told a reporter that “P-2 had 
brought together the best men in the country,” and he began to execute 
policies very much aligned with it. 

Among those Berlusconi appointed to powerful national security 
positions were two men known to Ledeen. A founding member of 
Forza Italia, Berlusconi’s right-wing political party, Minister of Defense 
Antonio Martino was a well-known figure in Washington neocon cir- 
cles and had been close friends with Ledeen since the 1970s. Ledeen also 
occasionally played bridge with the head of SISMI under Berlusconi, 
Nicolo Pollari. “Michael Ledeen is connected to all the players,” said 
Philip Giraldi, who was stationed in Italy with the CIA in the 1980s and 
has been a keen observer of Ledeen over the years.” 

Exactly how much clout Ledeen carried within the Bush administra- 
tion has been a matter of debate, but one measure of his influence may be 
a series of secret meetings he set up —with the approval of then deputy 
national security adviser Stephen Hadley, he claams—in Rome in the sec- 
ond week of December 2001. Among those in attendance were Harold 
Rhode, a protégé of Ledeen, and Larry Franklin, who later worked in 
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the Pentagon’s Office of Special Plans supplying Bush officials with 
raw intelligence regarding Iraq that had not been vetted by veteran 
intelligence analysts. (In a separate matter, Franklin has since pleaded 
guilty to passing secrets to Israel and been sentenced to twelve years in 
prison.) Manucher Ghorbanifar was also present and helped Ledeen 
arrange the meetings. 

Ledeen claims that Ghorbanifar and his sources produced valuable 
information at the 2001 meetings about Iranian plans for attacking 
US. forces in Afghanistan. “That information saved American lives in 
Afghanistan,” Ledeen said.” 

But there were also reports that there was some discussion of destabi- 
lizing Iran. According to an article in the Washington Monthly by Joshua 
Micah Marshall, Laura Rozen, and Paul Gastris, the meetings raised the 
possibility “that a rogue faction at the Pentagon was trying to work out- 
side normal U.S. foreign policy channels to advance a ‘regime-change’ 
agenda.” One indication that such plans might be under consideration 
was the reported presence of Members of the Mujahideen e-Khalg, or 
MEK, an urban-guerrilla group of Iranian dissidents that practiced a 
brand of revolutionary Marxism.” 

To old hands in the State Department who had survived the Iran- 
contra scandal, the appearance of Ledeen on the scene was like a recur- 
ring nightmare. The reappointment of Elliott Abrams earlier that year 
was bad enough, but then came Ledeen with Ghorbanifar right behind. 
“One of the truly remarkable elements of the neocon story is their 
addiction to Ghorbanifar,” said a State Department official. “It is part of 
their “we are smarter, you are stupid’ attitude.” The key players in Iran- 
contra were back in business.'” 

Meanwhile, Italian intelligence was frustrated by the CIA’s refusal to 
legitimize the report of the Niger yellowcake deal. According to La 
Repubblica, at an unspecified date, SISMI director Nicolò Pollari dis- 
cussed the issue with Ledeen’s longtime friend Minister of Defense 
Antonio Martino. Martino, the paper reported, told Pollari to expect a 
visit from “an old friend of Italy,” namely Ledeen. Soon afterward, 
according to La Repubblica, Pollari allegedly took up the Niger matter 
with Ledeen when he was in Rome. Ledeen denied having had any 
such conversations with Pollari. Pollari declined to be interviewed and 


* Asked if there was any talk at the Rome meeting about destabilizing Iran, Ledeen 
replied by e-mail, “Please mr unger, have the good manners to go away and stay 
away.” 
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has denied playing any role in the Niger affair. Antonio Martino has 
declined to comment. 


Freelance operative Rocco Martino, no relation to Antonio Martino, 
said his only motive in distributing the documents was money. “He was 
not looking for great amounts of money —$10,000, $20,000, maybe 
$40,000,” said Carlo Bonini, who coauthored the Nigergate stories for 
La Repubblica. 

SISMI director Nicolo Pollari acknowledged that Rocco Martino has 
worked for Italian intelligence in the past. But he claimed that Italian 
intelligence played no role in the Niger operation. “[Nucera] offered 
[Martino] the use of an intelligence asset [La Signora]—no big deal, you 
understand—one who was still on the books but inactive—to give a 
hand to Martino,” Pollari told a reporter.'” 

Rocco Martino, however, said SISMI had another agenda: “SISMI 
wanted me to pass on the documents, but they didn’t want anyone to 
know they had been involved.” 

Whom should we believe? Characterized by La Repubblica as “a 
failed carabiniere and dishonest spy,” a “double-dealer” who “plays 
every side of the fence,”'* Martino has reportedly been arrested for 
extortion and for possession of stolen checks, and was fired by SISMI in 
1999 for “conduct unbecoming.” Elsewhere he has been described as “a 
trickster” and “a rogue.” He is a man who traffics in deception. 

On the other hand, operatives like Martino are highly valued precisely 
because they can be discredited so easily. “If there were a deep-cover unit 
of SISMI, it would make sense to use someone like Rocco,” said Patrick 
Lang. “His flakiness gives SISMI plausible deniability. It’s their cover 
story. That’s standard tradecraft with the agencies.”!* In other words, 
Rocco Martino may well have been the cutout for SISMI, a “postman,” 
in the parlance of the intelligence world, who, if he dared to go public, 
could be disavowed. 

Martino declined to talk to the press after an initial spate of inter- 
views. Before going silent, however, he gave interviews to Italian, 
British, and American journalists characterizing himself as a pawn who 
distributed the documents on behalf of SISMI and believed that they 
were authentic. “I sell information, I admit,” Martino told the Sunday 
Times of London, using his pseudonym, Giacomo. “But I sell only 
good information.” 

There was, however, a problem with what he was selling. Docu- 
ments in the Niger dossier were not just forged, they were full of errors. 
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A letter dated October 10, 2000, was signed by Minister of Foreign 
Affairs Allele Elhadj Habibou —even though he had been out of office 
for more than a decade. Its September 28 postmark indicated that some- 
how the letter had been received nearly two weeks before it was sent.’ 
In another letter, President Tandja Mamadou’s signature appeared to be 
phony. The accord signed by him referred to the Niger constitution of 
May 12, 1965, when a new constitution had been enacted in 1999. One 
of the letters was dated July 30, 1999, but referred to agreements that 
were not made until a year later. Finally, the agreement called for the five 
hundred tons of uranium to be transferred from one ship to another in 
international waters —a spectacularly difficult feat. 

In time, the Niger documents and reports based on them made at 
least three journeys to the CIA. They also found their way to the U.S. 
embassy in Rome, to the White House, to British intelligence, to French 
intelligence, and to Elisabetta Burba, a journalist at Panorama, the 
Milan-based newsmagazine. Each of these recipients in turn shared 
the documents or their contents with others, in effect creating an echo 
chamber that gave the illusion that several independent sources had cor- 
roborated an Iraq-Niger uranium deal. 

“Tt was the Italians and Americans together who were behind it. It 
was all a disinformation operation,” Rocco Martino told a reporter at 
England’s Guardian newspaper. He called himself “a tool used by 
someone for games much bigger than me.”!” 

What exactly might those games have been? Berlusconi defined his 
role on the world stage largely in terms of his relationship with the 
United States, and he jumped at the chance to forge closer ties with the 
White House when Bush took office in 2001. In its three-part series on 
Nigergate, La Repubblica charged that Berlusconi was so eager to win 
Bush’s favor that he “instructed Italian Military Intelligence to plant 
the evidence implicating Saddam in a bogus uranium deal with Niger.” 
(The Berlusconi government, which lost power in April 2006, denied the 
charge.) 

The idea that the Niger documents were part of disinformation rings 
especially true to Frank Brodhead, coauthor of The Rise and Fall of the 
Bulgarian Connection, the book about the Cold War disinformation 
plot to blame the attempted assassination of Pope John Paul II on the 
Soviet Union’s KGB —and Michael Ledeen’s role in it. “When I read that 
the Niger break-in took place before Bush took office, I immediately 
thought back to the Bulgarian Connection,” said Brodhead.: “That job 
had been done during the transition [between presidential administra- 
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tions] as well. Ledeen . . . saw himself as making a serious contribution to 
the Cold War through the Bulgarian Connection. Now, it was possible, 
twenty years later, that he was doing the same to start the war in Iraq.” 

Brodhead is not alone. Several media outlets—the San Francisco 
Chronicle, United Press International, and the American Conserva- 
tive—and many more bloggers—Daily Kos,” TPM Café, the Left 
Coaster," and Raw Story'” among them—have addressed the question 
of whether Ledeen was involved with the Niger documents. But none 
has found any hard evidence. One highly regarded intelligence analyst, 
Tyler Drumheller, who served more than twenty-five years in the CIA, 
thinks too much has been made of them. “I don’t buy the conspiracy 
theories that have erupted . . . suggesting that someone in the United 
States faked the documents in order either to discredit the president or 
generate intelligence that would back up the war,” Drumheller argued in 
On the Brink: An Insider’s Account of How the White House Compro- 
mised American Intelligence. “It would have been far easier just to leak 
the story to the press. There would have been no need for all the 
merrgue. tr 

On the other hand, most serious intelligence veterans seem to believe 
that the Niger documents were part of a secret plot to start the war. 
“This wasn’t an accident,” said Milt Bearden, a thirty-year CIA veteran 
who was a station chief in Pakistan, Sudan, Nigeria, and Germany, 
and the head of the Soviet—-East European division. “This wasn’t 15 
monkeys in a room with typewriters 

To help trace the path of the Niger documents and unravel its mys- 
teries, a number of former intelligence and military analysts who have 
served in the CIA, the State Department, the Defense Intelligence 
Agency (DIA), and the Pentagon were interviewed for this book. Some 
of them referred to the Niger documents as “a disinformation opera- 
tion,” others as “black propaganda,” “black ops,” or “a classic psy-ops 
[psychological-operations] campaign.” But whatever term they used, at 
least nine of these officials believed that the Niger documents were part 
of a covert operation to deliberately mislead the American public and 
start a war with Iraq. 

The nine officials were Milt Bearden; Colonel W. Patrick Lang; 
Colonel Larry Wilkerson, former chief of staff to Secretary of State 
Colin Powell; Melvin Goodman, a former division chief and senior 
analyst at the CIA and the State Department; Ray McGovern, a CIA ana- 
lyst for twenty-seven years; Lieutenant Colonel Karen Kwiatkowski, 
who served in the Pentagon’s Near East and South Asia division in 
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2002 and 2003; Larry C. Johnson, a former CIA officer who was deputy 
director of the State Department Office of Counterterrorism from 1989 
to 1993; former CIA official Philip Giraldi; and Vincent Cannistraro, the 
former chief of operations of the CIA’s Counterterrorism Center. 

“In the world of fabrication, you don’t just drop something and let 
someone pick it up,” Bearden added. “Your first goal is to make sure it 
doesn’t find its way back to you, so you do several things. You may 
start out with a document that is a forgery, but you use a photocopy of 
a photocopy of a photocopy, which makes it hard to track down. You 
go through cut-outs so that the person who puts it out doesn’t know 
where it came from. And you build in subtle, nuanced errors so you can 
say we would never do that. If it’s very cleverly done, it’s a chess game, 
mremeheckens,* 


By early 2002, U.S. military and intelligence professionals had seen 
the Niger reports repeatedly discredited, and assumed that the issue was 
dead. But they were still alive. “[The neocons in the Pentagon] delighted 
in telling people, “You don’t understand your own data, ” said Patrick 
Lang. ““We know that Saddam is evil and deceptive, and if you see this 
piece of data, to say just because it is not well supported it’s not true is 
to be politically naive.’ ” 

Nevertheless, the CIA had enough doubts about the Niger claims ini- 
tially to leave them out of the President’s Daily Briefing (PDB). On Feb- 
ruary 5, 2002, however, for reasons that remain unclear, the CIA issued 
a new report on the alleged Niger deal, one that provided significantly 
more detail, including what was said to be “verbatim text” of the accord 
between Niger and Iraq. In the State Department, analysts were still sus- 
picious of the reports." 

But in the Pentagon, the neocons pounced on the new material. On 
February 12, the DIA issued “a finished intelligence product,” titled 
“Niamey Signed an Agreement to Sell 500 Tons of Uranium a Year to 
Baghdad,” and passed it to the office of Vice President Dick Cheney. 

Even though the CIA had dismissed the Niger claims, Cheney was 
able to give them new life. “The [CIA] briefer came in. Cheney said, 
‘What about this?,’ and the briefer hadn’t heard one word, because no 
one in the agency thought it was of any significance,” said Ray McGov- 
ern, whose job at the CIA included preparing and delivering the PDB in 
the Reagan era." “But when a briefer gets a request from the vice pres- 
ident of the United States, he goes back and leaves no stone unturned.” 

The CIA’s Directorate of Operations, the branch responsible for the 
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clandestine collection of foreign intelligence, immediately tasked its 
Counterproliferation Division (CPD) with getting more information. 
According to the Senate Select Committee on Intelligence report,'” just 
hours after Dick Cheney had gotten the Niger report, Valerie Plame 
Wilson, who worked in the CPD, wrote a memo to the division’s deputy 
chief that read, “My husband has good relations with both the PM 
[prime minister] and the former Minister of Mines (not to mention lots 
of French contacts), both of whom could possibly shed light on this sort 
of activity.” 

Her husband, as the world soon learned, was Joseph Wilson, who 
had served as deputy chief of mission at the U.S. embassy in Baghdad 
and as ambassador to Gabon under George H.W. Bush. Once he got the 
assignment, Wilson approached the task with a healthy skepticism. 
“The office of the vice president had asked me to check this out,” Wil- 
son said.” “My skepticism was the same as it would have been with any 
unverified intelligence report, because there is a lot of stuff that comes 
over the transom every day.” 

At the time, Wilson was oblivious to any schism in the intelligence 
world. “I was aware that the neocons had a growing role in government 
and that they were interested in Iraq,” he said. “But the administration 
had not articulated a policy at this stage.”'” 

Before leaving for Niger, Wilson was not given the Niger documents, 
nor was he aware of their history. “To the best of my knowledge the 
documents were not in the possession of the agency at the time | was 
briefed,” he said. “The discussion was whether or not this report could 
be accurate. During this discussion, everyone who knew something 
shared stuff about how the uranium business worked and I laid out what 
I knew about how the government works in Niger, what information 
they could provide.” 

He arrived in Niger on February 26, 2002. “Niger has a simplistic 
government structure,” he said. “Both the minister of mines and the 
prime minister had gone through the mines. The French were managing 
partners of the international consortium. The French mining company 
actually had its hands on the product. Nobody else in the consortium 
had operators on the ground.” 

In addition, Wilson personally knew Wissam al-Zahawie, the Iraqi 
ambassador to the Vatican, whose visit to Niger had raised suspicions. 
“Wissam al-Zahawie was a world-class opera singer, and he went to the 
Vatican as his last post so he could be near the great European opera 
houses in Rome,” said Wilson. “He was not in the Ba’athist inner circle. 
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He was not in Saddam’s tribe. The idea that he would be entrusted with 
this super-secret mission to buy five hundred tons of uranium from 
Niger is out of the question.” 

On March 1, the State Department weighed in with another cable, 
this one headed “Sale of Niger Uranium to Iraq Unlikely.” Citing 
“unequivocal” control of the mines, the cable asserted that President 
Tandja of Niger would not want to risk good relations with the United 
States by trading with Iraq, and cited the prohibitive logistical problems 
in a transaction requiring “25 hard to conceal 10-ton-tractor trailers” 
that would have to travel a thousand miles and cross one international 
border before reaching the sea” 

A few days later, Wilson returned from Niger and told CIA officials 
that he had found no evidence to support the story about the alleged ura- 
nium deal. By now the Niger reports had been discredited more than 
half a dozen times—by the French in 2001, by the CIA in Rome and in 
Langley, by the State Department’s INR, by some analysts in the Penta- 
gon, by the ambassador to Niger, by Wilson, and yet again by the State 
Department. 

But the top brass at the CIA knew what Cheney wanted. They went 
back to French intelligence again—twice. According to the Los Ange- 
les Times, the second request that year, in mid-2002, “was more urgent 
and more specific.” The CIA sought confirmation of the alleged agree- 
ment by Niger to sell five hundred tons of yellowcake to Iraq. Alain 
Chouet, the French intelligence official, reportedly sent five or six men 
to Niger and again found the charges to be false. Then his staff noticed 
that the allegations matched those brought to him by Rocco Martino. 
“We told the Americans, “Bullshit. It doesn’t make any sense.’ ”!* 

The formal cables sent to the CIA did not use precisely those words, 
Chouet said, but the language had been candid. “We had the feeling we 
had been heard,” he said. 


By late summer 2002, Brent Scowcroft, in his efforts to stop the neocon 
onslaught, had resembled a lone figure standing on a railroad track in 
hopes of stopping a powerful oncoming locomotive. Minutes of a July 20, 
2002, meeting between British prime minister Tony Blair and his intelli- 
gence chiefs succinctly explained the challenge Scowcroft faced, with 
Sir Richard Dearlove, head of MI6, the British intelligence service, saying, 
“Bush wanted to remove Saddam, through military action, justified by 
the conjunction of terrorism and [weapons of mass destruction]. But the 
intelligence and the facts were being fixed around the policy.””” 
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In June, Ghorbanifar had had a second unauthorized meeting with 
unnamed Pentagon officials and Iranians, this time in Paris. In July and 
August, the Pentagon’s Counterterrorism Evaluation Group (CTEG) 
under Doug Feith went toe to toe with the CIA to make its baseless 
case that Iraq had supported Al-Qaeda. Defectors such as Khidir 
Hamza, who played a role in Iraq’s nuclear program, came out of the 
woodwork in droves with frightening, though questionable, stories 
about Saddam’s WMDs. All of which were being shaped and delivered 
to the press. “To them the press was a bunch of marionettes whose 
strings are there to be pulled,” said one administration official. 

As for Ahmed Chalabi, when he wasn’t feeding dubious intelligence 
to Feith’s group in the Pentagon, he was off to Tehran to meet with Aya- 
tollah Sayed Mohammed Baqir al-Hakim, the leader of the Supreme 
Council for the Islamic Revolution in Iraq, a radical group dedicated to 
overthrowing Saddam that had close ties to Iran. “Everybody was using 
everybody,” said a State Department official. “Chalabi was using the 
neocons, the neocons were using Chalabi. Iran was using Chalabi, Cha- 
labi was using Iran. Cheney and Rumsfeld were using the neocons, the 
neocons were using them. Everybody had his own little thing going.” 

White House aides openly mocked journalists who actively sought to 
determine what was really taking place. An unnamed senior adviser to 
Bush, unhappy about an article in Esquire by Ron Suskind, patiently told 
the journalist that guys like him are “in what we call the reality-based 
community” — people who “believe that solutions emerge from your 
judicious study of discernible reality. That’s not the way the world really 
works anymore. We’re an empire now, and when we act, we create our 
own reality. And while you’re studying that reality — judiciously, as you 
will—we'll act again, creating other new realities, which you can study 
too, and that’s how things will sort out. We’re history’s actors . . . and you, 
all of you, will be left to just study what we do.” 


It was in this brazen and grandiose context that Brent Scowcroft, per- 
haps not conniving enough for his times, stepped out of the shadows 
and, in his quiet deliberate manner, began his own mini—media cam- 
paign to try to head off war with Iraq—one man against the neocons. 
Scowcroft discussed with the former president what he was doing, not 
just because he was on a collision course with his good friend’s son, but 
because it was such a delicate matter. In short order, he appeared on Fox 
News, BBC, and, on August 4, CBS’s Face the Nation —with the elder 
Bush’s blessing. 
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Each time, Scowcroft’s case was essentially the same one he and the 
senior George Bush had crafted during the Gulf War and in A World 
Transformed. On Face the Nation, he warned that a unilateral invasion 
of Iraq could destabilize the Middle East and undermine efforts to 
defeat international anti-American militant groups. “It’s a matter of set- 
ting your priorities,” he said. “There’s no question that Saddam is a 
problem. He has already launched two wars and spent all the resources 
he can working on his military. But the president has announced that 
terrorism is our number one focus. Saddam is a problem, but he’s nota 
problem because of terrorism.” 

According to a source who was familiar with Scowcroft’s efforts, 
Bush senior “appreciated the effort that was being made and understood 
what was going on.” For the most part, however, Scowcroft, though still 
chairman of the Presidential Foreign Intelligence Advisory Board, was 
working at an abstract level trying to create a different discourse about 
the Middle East. After more than two decades in the inner sanctum of 
the White House, he had been shut out of key policy discussions, and 
was now almost entirely removed from the machinations that had set the 
policy machine in motion. 

Worse, in an administration that boasted high-profile centrists such as 
Colin Powell and Condoleezza Rice, Scowcroft stood alone. His qualms 
about the rush to war notwithstanding, Powell, Hamlet-like, did not act 
to slow the momentum. By May 2002, appearing on ABC’s This Week, 
Powell had effectively bowed to the pressures of the neocons. “The 
United States reserves its option to do whatever it believes might be 
appropriate to see if there can be a regime change. ...” he said. “U.S. pol- 
icy is that regardless of what the inspectors do, the people of Iraq and the 
people of the region would be better off with a different regime in 
Baghdad: 

So, when it came to framing the essential foreign policy questions of 
the day, the questions that would ultimately mean war or peace, life or 
death to thousands of people, and the fate of America’s strategic position 
in the world, Scowcroft was relying on his old protégée National Secu- 
rity Adviser Condoleezza Rice, who had become very close to the pres- 
ident. But Rice, either because she lacked Scowcroft’s convictions or 
because she did not have the bureaucratic savvy to outwit the neocons, 
or perhaps both, failed to frame Scowcroft’s policies as an option for 
Bush to consider. 

Even with his decades of experience and close friendship with the 
president’s father, Scowcroft could not get his ideas into the Oval 
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Office. Worse, the clearer it was that Scowcroft’s criticism was sanc- 
tioned by Bush 41, the more resentful Bush 43 became. 

On August 15, Scowcroft went at it again, with an opinion piece 
in the Wall Street Journal, “Don’t Attack Saddam,” that made its way 
into the Oval Office. When George W. Bush found out about it, he was 
neither receptive to its message nor generous toward its writer, his 
father’s loyal friend. “Scowcroft has become a pain in the ass in his old 
age,” the president said.” 


CEA PROP! PEE IN 


Fear: 
The Marketing Campaign 


hroughout most of the summer of 2002, the American people 

remained largely oblivious to the Bush administration’s emerging 
plans for war against Iraq. But in August 2002, Douglas Feith put 
together the Office of Special Plans (OSP) in the Pentagon. A larger, 
more powerful successor to the Policy Counterterrorism Evaluation 
Group that Feith ran with David Wurmser and Michael Maloof, the 
OSP’s mission was to ferret out evidence that Saddam had close ties to 
Al-Qaeda and a huge stockpile of WMDs, including a nuclear weapons 
program, and as such posed a grave threat both to the region and to the 
United States. The existence of the OSP effectively meant that Cheney, 
Rumsfeld, and the neocons had declared war on the CIA by creating a 
bureaucratic operation whose sole purpose was to circumvent and sub- 
vert the nation’s statutorily authorized intelligence apparatus. 

Astoundingly, CIA director George Tenet, ever anxious to ingratiate 
himself with the White House, didn’t make a peep about the new rogue 
intelligence outfit that was challenging the Agency. “That’s totally unac- 
ceptable for a CIA director,” said Greg Thielmann, chief of the State 
Department’s Bureau of Intelligence and Research (INR).' Deeply wary 
of Cheney, Tenet by now had gotten the message loud and clear from the 
White House that he should do everything within his power to make 
sure the CIA got the goods on Saddam. But in effect, by remaining silent 
about the OSP, Tenet was betraying his own men at the CIA—and the 
Agency’s mission. 

The pressure on Tenet was heightened by a September 5, 2002, meet- 
ing of the Senate Intelligence Committee in which he was asked what 
basis there was in the National Intelligence Estimate (NIE) for a pre- 
emptive war against Iraq? “We’ve never done a National Intelligence 
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Estimate on Iraq, including its weapons of mass destruction,” Tenet 
replied.’ 

Senator Bob Graham (D-Fla.), the ranking Democrat on the Intelli- 
gence Committee, was stunned. War loomed on the horizon and Con- 
gress couldn’t really know what was going on without an NIE. “We do 
these on almost every significant activity — much less significant than get- 
ting ready to go to war,” he said. “We were flying blind.” 

Even more astounding, when the Senate asked Tenet for an NIE, the 
CIA director was reluctant to provide one. “We’re doing a lot of other 
things,” Tenet said.’ “Our staff is stretched thin.” 

But with a Senate vote to authorize military force against Iraq just 
three weeks away, Graham insisted. “We said: ‘We don’t care. This is the 
most important decision that we as members of Congress and that the 
people of America are likely to make in the foreseeable future. We want 
to have the best understanding of what it is we’re about to get involved 
with.’ ™ 

One reason for Tenet’s objection may have been that the intelligence 
the CIA was uncovering wasn’t exactly the kind of material that would 
endear him to the White House. As it happened, the CIA had just accom- 
plished what may have been its greatest single intelligence achievement 
with regard to Iraq. It had actually penetrated Saddam’s inner sanctum by 
“turning” Iraqi foreign minister Naji Sabri, a high-level cabinet official. 
Tenet delivered the news personally to Bush, Cheney, and other top 
officials in September 2002. Initially, the White House was ecstatic about 
this coup. 

That reaction, however, changed dramatically when they heard what 
Sabri had to say. “He told us that they had no active weapons-of-mass- 
destruction program,” said Tyler Drumheller, the CIA’s chief of opera- 
tions in Europe until 2005, in an interview on CBS’s 60 Minutes.’ On 
September 18, 2002, George Tenet personally delivered news to President 
Bush. “Tenet told me he briefed the president personally,” a former CIA 
officer told Salon.: According to the article, Bush insisted that Sabri was 
simply telling them “the same old thing.” “The president had no interest 
in the intelligence,” the CIA officer said. Another officer said, “Bush 
didn’t give a fuck about the intelligence. He had his mind made up.” 

The CIA officers, however, continued to corroborate material given 
them by Sabri. When French intelligence listened in on his telephone con- 
versations, they shared them with the CIA and found that the phone taps 
backed up Sabri’s claims, according to one of the CIA officers. Even 
though Bush had been told firsthand that Saddam had no WMDs, accord- 
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ing to Drumheller, the White House was “no longer interested. ... They 
said, “Well, this isn’t about intel anymore. This is about regime change.’ ” 

In the first year and a half of the Bush administration, Tenet’s back- 
slapping affability had won the favor of the president and helped him 
survive Cheney’s attempts to replace him. But as a result, he was trapped 
between pleasing the White House, on the one hand, and, on the other, 
his loyalty to the CIA. 

Now the conflict-averse Tenet had to do precisely what he had so 
assiduously avoided —deliver the NIE, the definitive word on Saddam’s 
WMD program. Worse, the Agency had only three weeks to come up 
with it.’ This was the kind of document that should have been pre- 
pared at the outset of the Bush administration and updated whenever 
there were significant developments." 

All of which meant the CIA frantically had to verify dubious bits of 
intelligence, including one questionable nugget that Tenet had indis- 
creetly divulged to the Senate Select Intelligence Committee and the 
Senate Armed Services Committee. “We know Iraq has developed a 
redundant capability to produce biological warfare agents using mobile 
production units,” he had asserted." 

The source of that charge was an Iraqi émigré in Germany code- 
named Curveball, who described himself as a former chemical engineer 
who had worked at the Chemical Engineering and Design Center near 
the Rashid Hotel in central Baghdad.” Curveball’s reports had been 
flowing into the Pentagon since the spring of 2000, a year before the 
Bush-Cheney administration took office.” Over time, he had delivered 
about a hundred reports on secret WMD programs to his contacts at 
BND (Bundesnachrichtendienst), the German intelligence agency." His 
accounts were highly prized because he claimed to have actually produced 
biological weapons in a mobile lab. No other informant had ever been 
inside one, and his story was exactly what Cheney was hoping to find. 

Most significantly, Curveball was a proprietary source of the BND, 
which passed its information from him to the Pentagon’s Defense 
HUMINT Service." In other words, even though the United States had 
no direct access to Curveball, Tenet was so anxious to please the White 
House that he had given the Senate this explosive, but unsubstantiated, 
revelation. But now, with the crucial Senate vote over the war imminent, 
Tenet had to make sure Curveball was for real. Not long after meeting 
with the Senate Intelligence Committee, Tenet asked Tyler Drumheller 
to get direct access to Curveball. 

According to a report in the Los Angeles Times by Bob Drogin and 
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John Goetz, Drumheller soon met with the BND station chief in Wash- 
ington at a seafood restaurant in Georgetown," but the results were dis- 
appointing. Not only did his German counterpart decline to make 
Curveball available, but he also told Drumheller something disturbing. 
“I think the guy is a fabricator,” he said. “We also think he has psycho- 
logical problems. We could never validate his reports.”” 

This kind of news was not terribly unusual in the intelligence world. 
Hundreds of Iraqi refugees fled to Germany every month because of its 
generous benefits, and a handful of them tried to improve their condi- 
tions by offering exaggerated intelligence reports. “The Iraqis were 
adept at feeding us what we wanted to hear,” said an official at the Pen- 
tagon’s Defense Intelligence Agency (DIA) who debriefed Iraqi émigrés 
in Germany. “Most of it was garbage.”" 

Other allied analysts were dubious about Curveball’s authenticity as 
well. The British intelligence service MI6 had told the CIA that his 
behavior was “typical of ... fabricators.” According to the Los Angeles 
Times, satellite photos taken in 1997 conflicted with Curveball’s descrip- 
tion of the Iraqi warehouse where he supposedly worked.” Analysts at 
the DIA had also determined that Curveball was a liar, and in May 2002 
had issued a “burn notice” warning to agents to steer clear of the man. 

More to the point, when Drumheller reported his doubts to his supe- 
riors, to his astonishment he found himself embroiled in the most con- 
tentious meetings he had ever seen at the CIA during his entire career. 
“People were cursing. These guys were absolutely violently committed 
to it,” Drumheller said.” 

Unbeknownst to Drumheller, a draft of the National Intelligence 
Estimate had already been written containing Curveball’s accounts, 
which meant that its authors were deeply invested in Curveball’s legit- 
imacy.” That meant failure to validate Curveball would be an unwanted 
complication—very unwanted. The chief of staff to John McLaughlin, 
the deputy director of Central Intelligence, was especially distraught 
when Drumheller told him that Curveball might be a fabricator. 

“Man, I hope not,” he said, “because this is really the only substan- 
tive part of the NIE.”™ 

Suddenly Drumheller understood the magnitude of the problem. 
The Iraqi émigré he was investigating —who was said to be not just 
unreliable, but also an alcoholic and someone to whom no American 
agent had even spoken firsthand—was the only source for the vital 
intelligence about mobile weapons vans, and his reports were playing a 
key role in starting a war.” 
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Drumheller went to his group chief and told her he had assumed the 
administration had other sources. “No,” she told him. “This is why 
they’re fighting so ferociously to validate this source.”” 

Drumheller sent his work on Curveball to John McLaughlin’s office. 
But nothing happened. A decision had already been made to invade Iraq, 
so that meant the only acceptable intelligence was intelligence that sup- 
ported that decision. “Politicization, real politicization, rarely [takes the 
form of] blatant, crude arm twisting...” explained Paul Pillar, the CIA’s 
former national intelligence officer for the Near East and South Asia, who 
helped compile the intelligence leading up to the Iraq War.” “It’s always 
far more subtle. . . . Intelligence assessments that conform with what is 
known to be the policy [have] an easier time making it through.” 


To the extent the CIA had any clout with the White House at all, it was 
because the Agency had demonstrated considerable success leading 
the American effort in Afghanistan. But now that the push toward 
war in Iraq was in high gear, Cheney moved quickly to undercut the 
CIA’s power through a series of adroit bureaucratic sleights of hand that 
were almost completely unseen by administration officials— much less 
the public at large. Many senior intelligence officers, for example, were 
unintentionally kept in the dark about the OSP. “I didn’t know about 
its existence,” said Greg Thielmann.” “They were cherry-picking intel- 
ligence and packaging it for Cheney and Rumsfeld to take to the pres- 
ident. That’s the kind of rogue operation that peer review is intended to 
prevent.” 

As the summer came to an end, Cheney continued to move pieces on 
the chessboard, making sure all his men were advantageously posi- 
tioned. William Luti, the Wohlstetter acolyte who had become special 
adviser to Cheney, moved to Feith’s Office of Special Plans. Abram 
Shulsky, another alumnus from Scoop Jackson’s staff and a colleague of 
Richard Perle, joined him there. Stephen Cambone,* an associate of 


*In March 2003, Cambone became the first under secretary of defense for intelli- 
gence. He first came to the attention of the general public when Major General Anto- 
nio Taguba testified before the Senate Armed Services Committee in the Abu Ghraib 
scandal, and Cambone disputed Taguba’s statement that prison guards were under the 
effective control of military intelligence. In November 2006, Germany announced it 
would prosecute Cambone for his alleged role in the abuse of prisoners in Abu 
Ghraib prison in Iraq. However, on April 27, 2007, the German federal prosecutor 
announced that his country had decided not to pursue the prosecution for jurisdic- 
tional reasons. 
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both Rumsfeld and Cheney, went to the Pentagon as a special assistant 
to Rumsfeld. With Rumsfeld, Wolfowitz, Feith, and Cambone, Cheney 
effectively had four key men at the highest levels of the Pentagon. On 
his own staff he had Scooter Libby interacting with the Pentagon and 
leaking its scoops to selected reporters. David Addington oversaw 
Cheney’s aggressive and highly secretive legal staff.” 

Stephen Hadley kept Condoleezza Rice in check at the National 
Security Council, lest she fall back into Scowcroft’s orbit. Wurmser 
had been moved out of Doug Feith’s unit at the Pentagon and joined 
John Bolton at the State Department to keep an eye on Colin Powell.” 
Cheney also had John Yoo as an ally in the Justice Department. All told, 
Cheney’s loyal operatives were stationed in key positions in the State 
Department, the Pentagon, the National Security Council, and the Jus- 
tice Department. And that didn’t include vital allies in Congress such as 
Senator Pat Roberts (R-Kans.) on the Senate Intelligence Committee. 

It was a team with astounding ideological cohesiveness, certitude, dis- 
cipline, and experience. For many of them, after twenty years of strug- 
gle, the policies they had long hoped to implement were finally about to 
become operational. 

When it came to the Oval Office, Cheney himself took care of its 
occupant. In his memo about the president and the vice president, the 
former Pentagon official who had worked with Cheney compared 
Bush’s approach to the presidency of the United States to the way he ran 
the Texas Rangers baseball team. “George W. Bush reportedly did not 
involve himself in the essence of baseball operations: player develop- 
ment, marketing and the business aspects of running a Major League 
Baseball franchise,” the official wrote. “Instead he served ... as a corpo- 
rate master-of-ceremonies, attending to the morale of the management 
team and focusing on narrow issues . . . that interested him.” 

By becoming the sole framer of key issues for Bush, the memo con- 
tinued, Cheney “rendered the policy planning, development and imple- 
mentation functions of the interagency system essentially irrelevant. 
He has, in matters he has deemed important, governed. As a matter of 
protocol, good manners, and constitutional deference he has obtained 
the requisite ‘check-mark’ of the president, often during one-on-one 
meetings after a Potemkin “interagency process’ had run its often incon- 
clusive course. ”” 


At about the same time that the OSP was launched, the White House 
established the White House Iraq Group, with chief of staff Andrew 
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Card, deputy chief of staff Karl Rove, Cheney aide Mary Matalin, 
deputy national security adviser Stephen Hadley, and Cheney’s chief of 
staff Scooter Libby. Its mission was simple: sell the war. The group’s plan 
was to open a full-fledged marketing campaign in the media after Labor 
Day, featuring images of nuclear devastation and threats of biological and 
chemical weapons and a rogue Iraq with a brutal and insane dictator at 
the helm. A key piece of the evidence was the Niger dossier. Test 
marketing began in August, with Cheney and his surrogates asserting 
repeatedly that “many of us are convinced that Saddam will acquire 
nuclear weapons fairly soon.” Making Cheney seem moderate by com- 
parison, a piece by Michael Ledeen appeared in the Wall Street Journal 
on September 4, suggesting that, in addition to Iraq, the governments of 
Iran, Syria, and Saudi Arabia should be overthrown. 

But the real push was delayed until the second week of September. 
As Card famously put it, “From a marketing point of view, you don’t 
introduce new products in August.”” The first anniversary of the 9/11 
attacks presented the perfect opportunity. 

The opening salvo was fired on Sunday, September 8, 2002, in the 
form of a star-studded extravaganza on the Sunday morning chat shows 
featuring appearances by Dick Cheney, Colin Powell, Donald Rumsfeld, 
and Condoleezza Rice on NBC, Fox News, CBS, and CNN. “There 
will always be some uncertainty about how quickly [Saddam] can 
acquire nuclear weapons,” National Security Adviser Condoleezza Rice 
told CNN. “But we don’t want the smoking gun to be a mushroom 
cloud.”® The smoking-gun-mushroom-cloud catchphrase was such a hit 
that Bush, Cheney, and Rumsfeld all picked it up in one form or another, 
sending it out repeatedly to billions of people all over the world. 

Far less obvious, however, was Cheney’s most Machiavellian flourish. 
All four of the officials —Cheney, Powell, Rice, and Rumsfeld —attrib- 
uted their latest information to a story that appeared that very day in the 
nation’s most prestigious newspaper. “There’s a story in the New York 
Times this morning...” Cheney told Tim Russert on NBC’s Meet the 
Press, “and I want to attribute the Times. I don’t want to talk about, 
obviously, specific intelligence sources, but it’s now public that, in fact, 
he has been seeking to acquire . . . the kind of tubes that are necessary to 
build a centrifuge.” 

Specifically, Cheney was referring to a story by Judith Miller and 
Michael Gordon. Miller, in particular, has been the subject of consider- 
able critical attention, most notably in an article by Michael Massing in 
the New York Review of Books, on PBS’s Bill Moyers Journal,® and in 
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Slate, The Nation, Editor & Publisher, the American Journalism Review, 
the Columbia Journalism Review, and many other publications. 
Coauthor with neocon conspiracy theorist Laurie Mylroie of a 1990 
book, Saddam Hussein & the Crisis in the Gulf, “a dear friend” of 
Richard Perle, as Perle described their relationship,” and the author of 
at least one WMD story based on information from Ahmed Chal- 
abi,*** Miller, in the past, had been an eager recipient of information 
from the administration and its allies, information that had provided her 
with six major stories in the Times about WMDs. In 2001, Chalabi had 
arranged for her to visit Thailand to interview Adnan Ihsan Saeed al- 
Haideri, a civil engineer who had defected from Iraq.**Another dubious 
source was Khidhir Hamza, a scientist who had been a senior official in 
Iraq’s nuclear program until the late 1980s, and who was being shopped 
around by Chalabi’s Iraqi National Congress as an interview subject.* 


*In an e-mail to fellow Times reporter John Burns, Miller said that she had been 
covering Chalabi for about ten years and that Chalabi “has provided most of the 
front-page exclusives on WMD to our paper.” But, Michael Massing wrote, Miller 
later said that her assertion was “part of ‘an angry e-mail exchange with a colleague.’ 
In the heat of such exchanges, Miller said, “You say things that aren’t true. If you look 
at the record, you'll see they aren’t true.’” 

Massing concluded: “This seems a peculiar admission. Yet on the broader issue of 
her ties to Chalabi, the record bears Miller out. Before the war, Miller wrote or co- 
wrote several front-page articles about Iraq’s WMDs based on information from 
defectors; only one of them came via Chalabi. An examination of those stories, 
though, shows that they were open to serious question. The real problem was relying 
uncritically on defectors of any stripe, whether supplied by Chalabi or not.” 

*Al-Haideri, a Kurd from northern Iraq, told Miller the Iraqis had hidden chemi- 
cal and biological weapons right under Saddam’s “presidential sites,” and after Miller’s 
article on him in the Times, the story spread all over the world. But, as Jonathan Lan- 
day of Knight Ridder told Bill Moyers Journal, parts of the story were difficult to 
believe. “The first was the idea that a Kurd—the enemy of Saddam —had been allowed 
into his most top secret military facilities. I don’t think so. That was, for me, the 
biggest red flag. And there were others, like the idea that Saddam Hussein would put 
a biological weapons facility under his residence. I mean, would you put a biological 
weapons lab under your living room?” Added Landay’s colleague at Knight Ridder, 
Warren Strobel, “The first rule of being . . . a journalist . . . is you’re skeptical of defec- 
tors, because they have a reason to exaggerate. They want to increase their value to 
you. They probably want something from you.” 

*The coauthor of Saddam’s Bombmaker: The Daring Escape of the Man Who 
Built Iraq’s Secret Weapon, Hamza was also introduced to reporters by Chalabi. 
However, David Albright, the author of several books on nuclear proliferation and the 
founder of the Institute for Science and International Security, told the Financial 
Times that Hamza’s claims were “often inaccurate . . . He sculpts his message to get the 
message across ... [He] wants regime change [in Iraq] and what interferes with that is 
just ignored.” 
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On this occasion, Miller and Gordon* reported that over the last 
fourteen months, “Iraq has sought to buy thousands of specially 
designed aluminum tubes, which American officials believe were 
intended as components of centrifuges to enrich uranium.” The article 
added that American intelligence experts were persuaded the tubes 
were for use in Iraq’s nuclear program.” 

The Times story was attributed to unnamed administration officials. In 
other words, during his Meet the Press appearance, Cheney, in graciously 
attributing the story to the New York Times, was actually citing informa- 
tion, or rather disinformation, his office had leaked to the Times. 

Gordon and Miller told Michael Massing that the information about 
the aluminum tubes was not a leak, and that they had pried it out of the 
administration. “The administration wasn’t really ready to make its case 
publicly at the time,” Gordon said. “Somebody mentioned to me this 
tubes thing. It took a lot to check it out.” However, if the Bush admin- 
istration had wanted to keep a lid on the story, it’s hard to believe it 
would have put Cheney, Rice, Powell, and Rumsfeld on national tele- 
vision simultaneously to cite the Times story. 

Moreover, Cheney’s team had not merely planted the story in the 
Times, it had orchestrated a spectacular media campaign around the leak 
by sending out its best spokespeople—Cheney, Rumsfeld, Rice, and 
Powell, terrific hard-to-get catches for the people who book guests on 
Meet the Press, Face the Nation, etc.—to promote the story on national 
television. As a result, it appeared that Cheney and his surrogates had 
independent corroboration from the New York Times. 

In addition, given the 7imes’s special place in American journalism, 
that corroboration carried with it extraordinary authority. Network tel- 
evision news producers, wire service editors, and editors at major news- 
papers across the globe read the Times daily to pick up stories deemed 
important by the paper’s editors, and pass them on to their readers and 
viewers. On that one day alone, nearly five hundred newspaper articles 
and broadcasts all over the country, indeed the world, discussed Iraq as a 
nuclear threat, largely as a result of the Miller-Gordon story in the Times. 

But the real impact of the story was not merely that the Times had 
spread it far and wide. It was one thing for the conservative Rupert 
Murdoch-owned Fox News to serve as a mouthpiece for the Bush 


*In 1995, Gordon coauthored, with Bernard Trainor, The Generals’ War: The 
Inside Story of the Conflict in the Gulf, a sharp critique of the U.S. decision to leave 
Saddam in power. The book noted how stunned U.S. intelligence analysts had been 
after the Gulf War to discover how advanced Iraq’s nuclear weapons program was. 
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administration. But it was quite another for the New York Times, the 
very embodiment of the dreaded liberal press, to play that role. Together, 
Fox News and the Times effectively defined the right and left parameters 
of the American political conversation. If Fox News and the Times 
agreed on the conventional wisdom, every other possible point of view 
was marginalized. There could be no more debate. 

Eleven days later, in the Washington Post, Joby Warrick wrote a 
piece that took issue with Miller and Gordon’s article, citing inde- 
pendent experts “who question whether thousands of high-strength 
aluminum tubes recently sought by Iraq were intended for a secret 
nuclear weapons program.”” But the piece was buried on page eighteen. 
No one paid attention. Once the conventional wisdom had been forged, 
mere facts did not suffice to change things.** 

Somehow, in the wake of 9/11, there had been a radical shift to the 
right in the American consciousness. Fear was everywhere and 
unabashed patriotism appeared to provide the answer. The word was out 
at CNN not to do stories that were critical of the Bush administration. 
“[T]here was even almost a patriotism police... sort of picking anything 
a Christiane Amanpour, or somebody else would say as if it were dis- 
loyal,” Walter Isaacson, the chairman and CEO of CNN at the time, 
told Bill Moyers Journal. “There was a real sense that you don’t get that 
critical of a government that’s leading us in wartime . . . big people in cor- 
porations were calling up and saying, ‘You’re being anti-American 
here.’” Isaacson sent his staff a memo making sure they did not focus too 
much on civilian casualties in Afghanistan.” Newspapers ordered photo 
editors to keep pictures of civilian casualties off page one.* Presidential 
press conferences were scripted with a list of prescreened reporters on 
whom Bush could call, safe in the knowledge they would not grill him 
on the evidentiary specifics behind the rush to war with Iraq. 


* As an example of the impenetrability of this newly forged conventional wisdom, 
Times columnist William Safire called the alleged meeting in Prague between 9/11 
hijacker Mohammed Atta and an Iraqi agent an “undisputed fact,” and wrote about it 
ten different times in his op-ed column even though the news pages of the New 
York Times raised serious doubts about it. In all, Bill Moyers reported, Safire wrote 
“27 opinion pieces fanning the sparks of war.” 

‘On at least one occasion, such scripting had embarrassing results, as when the 
president called on a woman reporter who had not even raised her hand, but who, 
when prompted, lobbed a decidedly softball question at the president: 


PRESIDENT BUSH: Let’s see here... Elizabeth... Gregory... April... Did you 
have a question or did I call upon you cold? 
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As for the Washington Post, according to media critic Howard Kurtz 
of both CNN and the Post, between August 2002, when the Iraq cam- 
paign was not even under way, and March 2003, when the war started, it 
gave its front page over to about 140 articles making the Bush adminis- 
tration’s case for war,” and 27 pro-war editorials on its editorial pages. 
But when 100,000 people demonstrated in Washington against the war, 
in one of the biggest antiwar demonstrations since the Vietnam era, the 
Post buried the story in the Metro section. When Ted Kennedy delivered 
an impassioned speech asserting that the administration had presented 
“no persuasive evidence that Saddam is on the threshold of acquiring the 
nuclear weapons,” according to Eric Boehlert, the author of Lapdogs: 
How the Press Rolled Over for Bush, the Post gave it a total of 36 
words, out of roughly one million words it published on Iraq in 2002.‘ 

Almost overnight, war fever was everywhere. President Bush himself 
took up the “smoking gun—mushroom cloud” catchphrase. As the 
November midterm elections approached, it was endlessly repeated 
on CNN, ABC, NBC, CBS, and Fox. Again and again Saddam was 
conflated with 9/11. A CBS news poll showed that 51 percent of Amer- 
icans thought Saddam Hussein “was personally involved in the Sept. 11 
ditacke ne 

Her ties to Scowcroft and Bush 41 notwithstanding, Condoleezza 
Rice joined in. Asked on Fox News whether or not there were links 
between Saddam Hussein and Osama bin Laden, Rice, initially circum- 
spect, said that Iraq “clearly has links to terrorism . . . links to terrorism 
[that] would include al-Qaeda... .”» 

The campaign became, in effect, “all fear, all the time.” Color-coded 
threat levels dramatically issued by the Department of Homeland Secu- 
rity* became as ubiquitous as weather reports. There were arcane 


APRIL: No, I have a question [laughter]. 

PRESIDENT BUSH: Okay. I’m sure you do have a question. 

APRIL: How is your faith guiding you? 

PRESIDENT BUSH: My faith sustains me because I pray daily. I pray for guidance. 

*The use of the word homeland itself was a striking addition to the American dis- 
course, evocative of a patriotic, romantic nationalism and somewhat suggestive of 
words such as “motherland,” “fatherland,” or Mother Russia—terms used by Ger- 
many and the Soviet Union to summon forth images and feelings of national identity. 
In a 2002 column, Republican speechwriter Peggy Noonan wrote a column suggest- 
ing that the Bush administration change the name of the Department of Homeland 
Security. “The name Homeland Security grates on a lot of people, understandably,” 
she wrote. “Homeland isn’t really an American word, it’s not something we used to 
say or say now.” 
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chemical and biological weapons, exotic viruses, anthrax, unmanned 
predator planes, suitcase bombs, dirty bombs, and nukes around every 
corner. “Hussein has vowed revenge,” said ABC’s George Will. “He has 
anthrax, he loves biological weapons, he has terrorist training camps, 
including 747’s to practice on.” 

By September 24, just sixteen days after the Bush-Cheney administra- 
tion launched its smoking gun—mushroom cloud campaign, 72 percent of 
Americans believed that Saddam Hussein would use weapons of mass 
destruction against the United States. According to Republican pollster 
David Winston, “The reaction that you’re getting from the American 
people is, for the first time, their personal safety and security is threatened 
in a way that it’s never been before, and they want action taken.”* 

Bush fanned the fires tying Saddam to Osama. “The danger is, is that 
al-Qaeda becomes an extension of Saddam’s madness and his hatred and 
his capacity to extend weapons of mass destruction around the world,” 
Bush told reporters that day. “I can’t distinguish between the two, 
because they’re both equally as bad, and equally as evil and equally as 
destructive.”*» 

In this atmosphere of fear, merely to question this newly forged con- 
sensus was to court treason. When Congressman Jim McDermott 
(D-Wash.) returned from a trip to Iraq and said that President Bush was 
willing to “mislead the American people,” he was promptly labeled a 
traitor.” Likewise, former U.N. arms inspector Scott Ritter, who dis- 
counted the Iraqi threat and dared to go to Iraq and address the Iraqi 
National Assembly, was the target of a massive smear campaign. “I 
don’t know what accounts for his Dr. Jekyll and Mr. Hyde personality,” 
said Dick Spertzel, an ex-U.N. inspector who worked with him. “But in 
my book, aiding and abetting the enemy is treason.” MSNBC talk- 
show host Phil Donahue was assailed as a traitor,” and on CNN, 
Richard Perle later called The New Yorker’s Seymour Hersh, then sixty- 
five, “the closest thing American journalism has to a terrorist.”” 

On Fox News, right-wing pundit Ann Coulter called Senator Ted 
Kennedy part of “the treason lobby.” NPR reported that Secretary 
Rumsfeld wanted to jail leakers who worked for the government, that 
a Defense Department analyst proposed sending SWAT teams into 
reporters’ homes to help catch the leakers, and the FBI was investigat- 
ing congressmen over leaks and had proposed giving them lie detector 
tests.” 

The Christian Right joined in, staging a Stand By Israel rally® on the 
mall in Washington in October, and prepared its followers for the 
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imminent religious war. “The God of Islam is not the same God,” said 
Reverend Franklin Graham, son of Billy Graham and heir to his father’s 
huge ministry. “He’s not the son of God of the Christian or Judeo- 
Christian faith. It’s a different God, and I believe it is a very evil and 
wicked religion.”® 

Reverend Jerry Vines, former head of the massive Southern Baptist 
Convention (SBC), did not hold back. For him, the prophet Muhammad 
was “a demon-obsessed pedophile.” The day after Vines’s comments, 
President Bush addressed the SBC, and praised the group for its “reli- 
gious tolerance.”® On CBS’s 60 Minutes, Jerry Falwell labeled the 
prophet Muhammad “a terrorist.” Pat Robertson called Islam a violent 
scam.” 

In the National Review, Ann Coulter had a simple solution. “We 
should invade Muslim countries, kill their leaders and convert them to 
Christianity,” she wrote.® 

Politicians who counseled restraint and pointed out that Saddam 
wasn’t behind 9/11 did so at their own political risk. “I am deeply con- 
cerned that the course of action that we are presently embarked upon 
with respect to Iraq has the potential to seriously damage our ability to 
win the war against terrorism,” said Al Gore. “I don’t think we should 
allow anything to diminish our focus on the necessity for avenging the 
3,000 Americans who were murdered and dismantling that network of 
terrorists that we know were responsible for it.” 

But, with the exception of Gore, and eloquent antiwar speeches by 
Senator Robert Byrd (D-W. Va.) and Ted Kennedy (D-Mass.), the 
Democrats were largely mute. As the midterm congressional elections 
approached, they risked being tarred as soft on terror, or, worse, traitor- 
ous liberals who aided and abetted the enemy. Senator Max Cleland 
(D-Ga.) was a particularly poignant case in point. Up for reelection in 
Georgia, he advised against rushing into war without first forcing Hus- 
sein to agree to unfettered arms inspections. “We should and must give it 
one final chance before considering military options,” he said.” 

For his efforts, Cleland, a Vietnam War veteran who had lost three 
limbs in battle for his country, was rewarded with an ad campaign that 
attacked him by featuring his likeness on the same screen as Osama bin 
Laden’s and Saddam Hussein’s and accusing him of being soft on terror. 
In the context of the war lust and feverish hysteria that gripped the coun- 
try, Cleland’s moderate sentiments were deemed traitorous. Few Amer- 
icans realized these views were similar to those held by the president’s 
father and Brent Scowcroft. 


N 
Ol 
OO 


THE ‘Fab OF (DAE POUSE*ORE USH 


Effective as the media campaign was, sooner or later the White House 
needed specifics that proved Saddam was a grave threat. After all, a 
Senate-ordered National Intelligence Estimate was in the works and 
Congress had to authorize the war. As it happened, on September 9, the 
day after the Judith Miller-Michael Gordon story appeared in the New 
York Times, the White House received a visitor who should have known 
exactly what the aluminum tubes in question were for: SISMI director 
Nicolò Pollari. The Italians had used precisely the same tubes that Iraq 
was seeking in their Medusa air-to-ground missile systems, so Pollari 
presumably knew that Iraq was not trying to enrich uranium but merely 
attempting to reproduce obsolete weaponry dating back to an era of mil- 
itary trade between Rome and Baghdad.® As La Repubblica pointed out, 
however, he did not set the record straight. 

At the time Pollari met with National Security Adviser Stephen 
Hadley, the Niger documents had already been discredited repeatedly, 
and, perhaps because the documents originated in Italy, it has been 
widely speculated that they were the topic of the meeting. Hadley sub- 
sequently confirmed that the meeting with Pollari took place, but he 
declined to say what was discussed. “It was a courtesy call,” Hadley told 
reporters.” “Nobody participating in that meeting or asked about that 
meeting has any recollection of a discussion of natural uranium, or any 
recollection of any documents being passed.” 

But there was no need to pass documents. It was significant enough 
for Pollari to have met with Hadley, a White House official allied with 
Cheney’s hard-liners, rather than with Pollari’s American counterpart, 
George Tenet. “It is completely out of protocol for the head of a foreign 
intelligence service to circumvent the CIA,” said former CIA officer 
Philip Giraldi.” “It is uniquely unusual. In spite of lots of people hav- 
ing seen these documents, and having said they were not right, they 
went around them.” 

“To me there is no benign interpretation of this,” said Melvin Good- 
man, a former CIA and State Department analyst. “At the highest level 
it was known the documents were forgeries. Stephen Hadley knew it. 
Condi Rice knew it. Everyone at the highest level knew.”” 

Michael Ledeen was one of very few people who had access to both 
Pollari and Hadley, but he categorically denied setting up the meeting. 
“I don’t even know anything about a meeting between Pollari and 
Hadley,” he said.” “And if it happened I had nothing to do with it.”” 
Speaking on behalf of George Tenet, a former senior intelligence official 
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said that the former CIA chief had no information suggesting that Pol- 
lari or elements of SISMI may have been trying to circumvent the CIA 
and go directly to the White House. 

But the Niger deal had been resurrected once again. Two days later, 
on September 11, 2002, the first anniversary of the terrorist attacks, 
Hadley’s office asked the CIA to clear language so that President Bush 
could issue a statement saying, “Within the past few years, Iraq has 
resumed efforts to purchase large quantities of a type of uranium oxide 
known as yellowcake. ... The regime was caught trying to purchase 500 
metric tons of this material. It takes about 10 tons to produce enough 
enriched uranium for a single nuclear weapon. ”™ In addition, in a new 
paper that month, the DIA issued an assessment claiming that “Iraq has 
been vigorously trying to procure uranium ore and yellowcake.” 

Later that month, the British published a fitty-page, fourteen-point 
report on Iraq’s pursuit of weapons that said, “There 1s intelligence that 
Iraq has sought the supply of significant quantities of uranium from 
Arica” 

“When you are playing a disinformation operation,” said former 
CIA official Milt Bearden, “you’re like a conductor who can single out 
one note in the symphony and say, ‘Let the Brits have that.’””* 

Now it was time for the international media to chime in with inde- 
pendent corroboration. That way it would appear as if there were mul- 
tiple sources for the story about the Niger-Iraq yellowcake deal, when in 
tact there was merely an echo chamber of corroboration. On September 
24, Prime Minister Tony Blair cited that “dossier of death” and asserted 
again that Iraq had tried to acquire uranium from Africa. “The reports in 
[the Niger file] were going around the world, and Bush and Blair were 
talking about the documents without actually mentioning them,” Rocco 
Martino, the freelance Italian intelligence operative who helped distrib- 
ute the reports, told Milan’s 7/ Giornale. “I turned the television on and 
I did not believe my ears.”” 

In early October 2002, Martino approached Elisabetta Burba, a jour- 
nalist at Panorama, a Milan-based newsmagazine. Burba and Martino 
had worked together in the past, but there may have been other reasons 
he went to her again. Owned by Silvio Berlusconi, Panorama was edited 
by Carlo Rossella, a close ally of the prime minister’s. It also counted 
among its contributors Michael Ledeen. 

Martino told Burba he had something truly explosive—documents 
that proved Saddam was buying vellowcake from Niger. Burba was 
intrigued, but skeptical. She agreed to pay Martino just over 10,000 euros 
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The Niger documents (above) suggested that Wissam al-Zahawie, 
the Iraqi ambassador to the Vatican, had traveled to Niger to buy Uranium. 
But Joseph Wilson, who personally knew al-Zahawie, said, “The idea 
that he would be entrusted with this super-secret mission to buy 500 tons 
of uranium from Niger is out of the question.” (La Repubblica/Reuters/Corbis) 
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for the documents—then about $12,500—on one condition: Martino 
would receive his fee only after his dossier had been corroborated by 
independent authorities. Martino gave her the documents. When Burba 
told Rossella of her concerns about the authenticity of the Niger docu- 
ments, he sent her to Africa to investigate. But he also insisted that she 
give copies to the U.S. embassy. “I think the Americans are very inter- 
ested in this problem of unconventional weapons,” Rossella told her. 

On October 17, Burba flew to Niger. Not wanting to give herself 
away to authorities, she traveled undercover and claimed to be investi- 
gating a newly discovered dinosaur fossil in Niger’s Tenere desert. Once 
there, she discovered for herself how difficult it would be to ship five 
hundred tons of uranium out of Africa. By the time she returned, she 
believed the real story was not about Saddam’s secret nuclear weapons 
program at all, but about whether someone had forged the documents to 
fabricate a rationale for invading Iraq. But when she reported her find- 
ings to Rossella, he called her off. “I told her to forget the documents,” 
he said. “From my point of view, the story was over.”” 

Now, however, thanks to Panorama, the United States had finally 
received actual hard copies of the Niger documents—rather than just 
reports about their contents. They were quickly disseminated to the CIA 
station chief in Rome, who recognized them as the same old story the 
Italians had been pushing months before, and to nuclear experts at the 
DIA, the Department of Energy, and the National Security Agency. 

The State Department had already twice cast doubt on the reports of 
the sale of uranium to Iraq. In the fall, Wayne White, who served as the 
deputy director of INR, the State Department’s intelligence unit, and 
was its principal Iraq analyst, reviewed the papers himself. According to 
the Boston Globe, within fifteen minutes of reviewing the documents he 
doubted their authenticity.” 

On occasion, the CIA was successful in thwarting plans by the Bush 
White House to give credibility to the forged documents. In the middle 
of October, Bush was scheduled to give a major speech on Iraq in 
Cincinnati, and the NSC had already forwarded several drafts to the 
CIA for vetting. About ten days before the speech, according to a report 
by the Senate Intelligence Committee, the NSC sent the sixth draft of the 
speech to the CIA, a draft containing a line saying that Saddam “has been 
caught attempting to purchase up to 500 metric tons of uranium oxide 
from Africa—an essential ingredient in the enrichment process. ”*° 

In response, on October 5, the CIA faxed back a memo to Stephen 
Hadley and chief White House speechwriter Michael Gerson telling 
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them to delete the sentence on uranium “because the amount is in dispute 
and it is debatable whether it can be acquired from the source. We told 
Congress that the Brits have exaggerated this issue. Finally, the Iraqis 
already have 550 metric tons of uranium oxide in their inventory.’ ”* 

But the White House refused to make substantive changes. Later that 
day, Hadley’s staff sent over the seventh draft of the Cincinnati speech. It 
contained a line saying, “the regime has been caught attempting to pur- 
chase substantial amounts of uranium oxide from sources in Africa.”” 
They had changed the language slightly, but effectively they had inserted 
the supposed Niger yellowcake deal back into the president’s speech. 

This time, CIA director George Tenet himself interceded to keep the 
president from lying. According to his Senate testimony, he told Hadley 
that the “President should not be a fact witness on this issue,” because 
his analysts had told him the “reporting was weak.” The CIA even put 
the memo in writing, addressed to Hadley and Rice, and faxed it to the 
NSC. 

On October 7, Bush gave the speech at the Cincinnati Museum Cen- 
ter and made it clear why the United States had to finish off the Iraqi dic- 
tator. “Facing clear evidence of peril,” he told the audience, “we cannot 
wait for the final proof—the smoking gun—that could come in the 
form of a mushroom cloud.”* 

There was no specific reference to obtaining uranium from Africa. 
The CIA had won this round, but the neocons were not done. “That was 
their favorite technique,” said Colonel Larry Wilkerson, who was Colin 
Powell’s chief of staff. “Stick that baby in there forty-seven times and on 
the forty-seventh time it will stay. I’m serious. It was interesting to 
watch them do this. At every level of the decision-making process you 
had to have your ax out, ready to chop their fingers off. Sooner or later 
you would miss one and it would get in there.”® 

Meanwhile, one by one, those who got in their way were purged. 
According to Patrick Lang, the former head of Human Intelligence at 
the DIA, Bruce Hardcastle, defense intelligence officer for the Middle 
East, South Asia, and Counterterrorism, “told them that the way they 
were handling evidence was wrong.” 

As a result, Lang said, they not only removed Hardcastle from his 
position, they did away with his job entirely. “They wanted just liaison 
officers who were junior,” Lang told Salon. “They didn’t want a senior 
intelligence person who argued with them. Hardcastle said, ‘I couldn’t 
deal with these people.’ They are such ideologues that they knew what 
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the outcome should be... . They start with an almost pseudoreligious 
faith. They wanted the intelligence agencies to produce material to 
show a threat, particularly an imminent threat. Then they worked back 
to prove their case. It was the opposite of what the process should 
have been like, that the evidence should prove the case.”*” 

Together, Cheney and Scooter Libby made about ten visits to CIA 
headquarters in Langley—a highly irregular occurrence. “I was at the 
CIA for 24 years,” said former CIA analyst Melvin Goodman. The 
only time a vice president came to the CIA building was for a ceremony, 
to cut a ribbon, to stand on the stage, but not to harangue analysts 
about finished intelligence.”* 

“Many, many of them have told me they were pressured,” said Patrick 
Lang. “And there are a lot of ways. Pressure takes a lot of forms.”® 

“For the vice president to be meeting with analysts, that was a real 
red flag,” said one State Department official. “It was so unusual. It 
was Clear that people were being leaned on. Usually, if a high-ranking 
official wants information, it gets tasked out through appropriate chan- 
nels. It was highly unusual to lock these people in a room and keep 
pressing. It crossed the line between intellectual inquiry and not accept- 
ing the real answer.” 

The same thing was going on at the State Department, where Under 
Secretary of State John Bolton barred INR director Greg Thielmann 
from attending meetings because he had dared question intelligence such 
as the Niger documents. “Bolton seemed to be troubled because INR was 
not telling him what he wanted to hear,” Thielmann told The New 
Yorker’s Seymour Hersh. “I was intercepted at the door of his office and 
told, “The under secretary doesn’t need you to attend this meeting any- 
more. The under secretary wants to keep this in the family.’”” 


In the mainstream press, virtually no one understood or reported what 
was going on. Knight Ridder journalists Warren P. Strobel, Jonathan S. 
Landay, and John Walcott were among the few exceptions. On October 
8, 2002, they wrote: 


A growing number of military officers, intelligence professionals and 
diplomats in [Bush’s] own government privately have deep misgivings 
about the administration’s double-time march toward war. 

These officials charge that administration hawks have exaggerated evi- 
dence of the threat that Iraqi leader Saddam Hussein poses — including 
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distorting his links to the al-Qaida terrorist network— have overstated 
the amount of international support for attacking Iraq and have down- 
played the potential repercussions of a new war in the Middle East.” 


But with no outlets in either Washington or New York, Knight Rid- 
der had little clout in terms of shaping the national conversation. Edi- 
tors at the New York Times and the Washington Post paid them no heed. 
Strobel, Landay, and Walcott were not powerful enough to stop the 
onslaught. 

Meanwhile, the Bush administration and its allies behaved as if war 
were a foregone conclusion. In October, Ahmed Chalabi met executives 
of three unnamed multinational oil companies to negotiate the carving 
up of Iraq’s massive oil reserves after Saddam was gone. “The oil people 
are naturally nervous,” INC spokesman Zaab Sethna told The Guardian 
(England). “We’ve had discussions with them, but they’re not in the 
habit of going around talking about them.”” On October 3, the admin- 
istration announced plans to deploy as many as four aircraft carrier 
groups to be within striking distance of Iraq in December.” The rheto- 
ric escalated. Defense Secretary Donald Rumsfeld said the ties between 
Al-Qaeda terrorists and Iraq were “accurate and not debatable.”™ 

Bush asserted that Saddam “could launch a biological or chemical 
attack in as little as 45 minutes after the order is given.”” The need to go 
to war had become personal for him, it appeared. “There’s no doubt [Sad- 
dam’s] hatred is mainly directed at us,” Bush said. “There’s no doubt he 
can’t stand us. After all, this is a guy that tried to kill my dad at one 
litters” 


On October 1, 2002, the CIA finally delivered the National Intelli- 
gence Estimate to Congress. The man in charge was weapons expert 
Robert Walpole, who, according to the London Independent, “had a 
track record of going back over old intelligence assessments and rework- 
ing them in accordance with the wishes of a specific political interest 
group.” In 1998, while acting for a congressional commission chaired by 
Donald Rumsfeld, Walpole had come up with a particularly alarming 
estimate of “the missile capabilities of various rogue states,” the Indepen- 
dent said.” 

Walpole’s role was not the only troubling aspect of the ninety-six- 
page NIE.” It strongly suggested that Saddam had huge supplies of 
WMDs. But if one read the text carefully, there was “vigorous dissent,” 
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as Bob Graham put it, about crucial parts of the program, particularly 
the aluminum tubes. When Graham personally questioned George 
Tenet about that, Tenet admitted that the information had not been 
verified by any operative responsible to the United States. Realizing that 
the intelligence came from Iraqi exiles or other parties, all of whom 
had an interest in Saddam’s removal, Graham decided the American 
people needed to understand these caveats, and requested that the CIA 
prepare an unclassified version of the NIE for public consumption.” 

In response, on October 4, Tenet presented a twenty-five-page doc- 
ument called “Iraq’s Weapons of Mass Destruction Programs.” But it 
was exactly the opposite of what Graham had requested. According to 
Graham, “It represented an unqualified case that Hussein possessed 
[WMDs]... and omitted the dissenting opinions contained in the clas- 
sified version. Its conclusions, such as ‘If Baghdad acquired sufficient 
weapons-grade fissile material from abroad, it could make a nuclear 
weapon within a year,’ underscored the White House’s claim that exactly 
such material was being provided from Africa to Iraq.” In other words, 
the Niger documents were still very much alive. 

Meanwhile, copies of the complete NIE were kept in two vaults in the 
secure Hart Senate Office Building, where the Senate’s classified material 
is kept. According to the Washington Post, each vault was protected by 
armed guards. Members of both the Senate and the House of Represen- 
tatives were allowed to see the NIE if they showed up in person and 
without an accompanying staff member. Even though war was at 
stake, only six senators and fewer House members bothered to make the 
trek. Senator John D. Rockefeller IV (D-W. Va.) explained that logisti- 
cally such a visit was very difficult for busy members of the august leg- 
islative body. “Everyone in the world wants to come to see you” in your 
office, he explained. Rockefeller added that members were not allowed 
to take notes and that “it’s extremely dense reading. 

As a result, many senators and congressmen relied only on intelli- 
gence briefings from high-level administration officials on the intelli- 
gence findings before casting their votes. However, they were not told 
of the doubts about the Niger documents, the aluminum tubes, or 
Curveball. Nor were they informed that Foreign Minister Sabri was on 
the CIA payroll and said Saddam had killed his WMD program. 

For the few who actually bothered to read the document, the com- 
plete NIE was filled with various caveats and dissenting opinions that 
filled a total of sixteen pages—much of which was relegated to “annexes” 
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toward the end of the ninety-six-page document.* But caveats aside, ulti- 
mately, the document asserted that the United States had a “high confi- 
dence” that: 


e [raq is continuing, and in some areas expanding, its chemical, biolog- 
ical, nuclear, and missile programs contrary to U.N. resolutions. 

e We are not detecting portions of these weapons programs. 

e Iraq possesses proscribed chemical and biological weapons and mis- 
siles. 

e Iraq could make a nuclear weapon in months to a year once it 
acquires sufficient weapons-grade fissile material. 


More specifically, the NIE stated that Iraq is “vigorously trying” to 
obtain uranium and “reportedly” is working on a deal to purchase “up to 
500 tons” of uranium from Niger.'” It added that “Baghdad has mobile 
facilities for producing bacterial and toxin BW agents; these facilities 
can evade detection and are highly survivable.” And, with some qualifi- 
cations, it asserted that “Iraq’s aggressive attempts to obtain high-strength 
aluminum tubes for centrifuge rotors—as well as Iraq’s attempts to 
acquire magnets, high-speed balancing machines, and machine tools— 
provide compelling evidence that Saddam is reconstituting a uranium 
enrichment effort for Baghdad’s nuclear weapons program.” 

At the time, to virtually everyone in Congress, the NIE was still 
sacrosanct. It was still the last word in American intelligence. Yet even it 
had been distorted thanks to political pressures from the neocons and the 
White House. If one took it seriously, the Niger documents were real. 
Curveball had credibility. And the aluminum tubes were part of Saddam’s 
nuclear program. Only one conclusion could be drawn: Saddam Hussein 
posed an extraordinarily grave threat. On October 10, the Senate voted 
77-23 and the House 296-133 to give President Bush the power and the 
military mandate he had requested against Saddam Hussein. 

Even those who voted against Bush, however, believed the allegations 
that Saddam had WMDs. “I agree that Iraq presents a genuine threat, 
especially in the form of weapons of mass destruction: chemical, biolog- 
ical and potentially nuclear weapons,” said Russ Feingold (D-Wis.), one 
of the most forceful opponents of the administration.'® 


*INR’s assessments that Iraq’s pursuit of uranium in Africa was “highly dubious” 
and that the aluminum tubes were “not clearly linked” to a nuclear program, for 
example, were on page eighty-seven of the ninety-six-page document. 
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The broad language in the resolution gave Bush the authority to 
declare unilateral, preemptive war. But Bush continued to frame the 
issue in terms of getting Saddam to disarm. After the congressional vote, 
the president said it “sends a clear message to the Iraqi regime: It must 
disarm and comply with all existing U.N. resolutions or it will be 
forced to comply.”™ 

As the Senate vote approached, Bush had repeatedly stated that he 
had not decided to go to war, but that his aims were to get rid of Iraq’s 
WMDs. “I haven’t made up my mind we’re going to war with Iraq,” he 
said at an October press conference. “I’ve made up my mind we need to 
disarm the man.... There needs to be a strong new [United Nations] 
resolution in order for us to make it clear to the world—and to Saddam 
Hussein, more importantly — that you must disarm.”'® 

Upon signing the congressional resolution on October 16, Bush 
assuaged the fears of those who thought it was a declaration of war. “I 
have not ordered the use of force,” he said.'* “I hope the use of force will 
not become necessary. Hopefully this can be done peacefully. Hopetully 
we can do this without any military action.” He added that he has 
“carefully weighed the human cost of every option before us,” and that 
he will only send troops “as a last resort.” 

But Bush’s statements didn’t mesh with his administration’s actions 
on the ground. On October 23, the CIA set up two field stations in 
Kurdish-controlled Northern Iraq to prepare for the coming war. Six 
days later, the BBC reported that the USS Kitty Hawk had indeed 
departed from its base in Japan, and that the USS Constellation and her 
battle group were scheduled to leave for the Persian Gulf in a few days 
to be on station there by early December.” Meanwhile, according to 
Reuters, the navy sought out more merchant ships to carry huge quan- 
tities of ammunition and armor to the Gulf. One order showed that the 
Military Sealift Command (MSC) was seeking to ship 550 containers of 
ammunition and explosives—approximately 10,000 tons—from the 
United States to the Red Sea and the Persian Gulf." 

On November 5, the midterm congressional elections took place, 
and, thanks to the war on terror and Bush’s high approval ratings, the 
Republicans won a narrow majority in the Senate, thereby seizing con- 
trol from the Democrats. The most notable victim was Democratic 
senator Max Cleland, the triple amputee who was attacked as weak on 
terrorism. In the House, the Republicans picked up eight seats and 
increased their majority over the Democrats to twenty-five. 

On November 15, Defense Secretary Donald Rumsfeld assured Amer- 
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icans that if there were a war with Iraq, it would be a short one. “The idea 
that it’s going to be a long, long, long battle of some kind I think is 
belied by the fact of what happened in 1990,” he said on a radio call-in 
program. “Five days or five weeks or five months, but it certainly isn’t 
going to last any longer than that,” he said.'” 

On December 6, in a dramatic shake-up of Bush’s economic team, 
Treasury Secretary Paul O’Neill and Lawrence Lindsay, Bush’s top eco- 
nomic adviser, resigned under pressure, Lindsay after having said the 
cost of the war could be as much as $200 billion, far above the adminis- 
tration’s official estimate of $50 billion to $60 billion. Indeed, some in the 
administration, according to a report drafted by the Center for Strategic 
and Budgetary Assessment, even argued that all the postwar costs, “the 
cost of the occupation, the cost for the military administration and pro- 
viding for a provisional administration, all of that would come out of 
[raquo 

On the same day, Iraq submitted a 12,200-page document that pur- 
portedly itemized all its unconventional weapons." But Colin Powell 
reyected the document, in part because it did not account for the alleged 
Niger yellowcake and the aluminum tubes.'” To back up Powell’s state- 
ment, the State Department issued a fact sheet saying that “the [Iraqi] 
Declaration ignores efforts to procure uranium from Niger.”'? 

Throughout December, references to the uranium deal resurfaced 
again and again in “fact sheets,” talking-point memos, and speeches. No 
single component of the administration’s case against Saddam was more 
persuasive than the argument that a brutal dictator armed with nuclear 
weapons could inflict massive casualties on the United States. Bush, 
Cheney, Rumsfeld, Powell, and Rice all declared publicly that Iraq had 
been caught trying to buy uranium from Niger. On December 19, the 
claim reappeared on a fact sheet published by the State Department. 

For all the signs that the nation was headed to war, as 2002 came to an 
end, President Bush still insisted that the powers given to him by Con- 
gress were merely to be used to disarm Saddam. Asked at a New Year’s 
Eve press conference from Crawford, Texas, about “a possible war with 
Iraq looming,” Bush replied, “You said we’re headed to war in Iraq—I 
don’t know why you say that. I hope we’re not headed to war in Iraq. Pm 
the person who gets to decide, not you. I hope this can be done peace- 
fully. We’ve got a military presence there to remind Saddam Hussein, 
however, that when I say we will lead a coalition of the willing to disarm 
him if he chooses not to disarm, I mean it.”'" 

Not long afterward, in January 2003, Tyler Drumheller, the CIA’s 
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head of covert operations in Europe, was asked by CIA headquarters to 
contact German intelligence again and make yet another stab at authen- 
ticating Curveball as a source. The stated reason was that an unnamed 
U.S. official was about to make a political speech and wanted to make 
sure German intelligence could vouch for his stories. Drumheller duti- 
fully went back to the Germans, but still could not verify Curveball’s 
claims. 

Meanwhile, in light of the many objections to the Niger documents, 
the Pentagon asked the National Intelligence Council, the body that 
oversees the fifteen agencies in the US. intelligence community, to 
resolve the matter. According to the Washington Post, in a January 2003 
memo the council replied unequivocally that “the Niger story was base- 
less and should be laid to rest.” The memo went immediately to Bush 
and his advisers. 

Nevertheless, on January 20, just eight days before the State of the 
Union address, President Bush submitted a report to Congress citing 
Iraq’s attempts “to acquire uranium and the means to enrich it.” 

At an NSC meeting on January 27, 2003, George Tenet was given a 
hard-copy draft of the State of the Union address Bush was to deliver the 
next day. That day, Tenet returned to CIA headquarters and, without 
even reading the speech, gave a copy to an assistant who was told to 
deliver it to the deputy director for intelligence, Jami Miscik. But accord- 
ing to the Senate Intelligence Committee report, no one in the DDI’s 
office recalled receiving the speech or if anyone was ever assigned to 
review It. 

How was it possible that a State of the Union address that was a call 
for war, that desperately needed to be vetted by the director of Central 
Intelligence (DCI), had seemingly been misplaced and gone unread? “It 
is inconceivable to me that George Tenet didn’t read that speech,” said 
former CIA officer Milt Bearden. “At that point, he was effectively no 
longer DCI. He was part of that cabal, and no longer able to carry an 
honest message.”'” In an e-mail, a former intelligence official close to 
Tenet said the charge that Tenet was “part of a ‘cabal’ is absurd.” The 
official added, “Mr. Tenet was unaware of attempts to put the Niger 
information in the State of the Union speech. Had he been aware, he 
would have vigorously tried to have it removed.” 

At 9:01 p.m. on January 28, 2003, George W. Bush delivered the 
State of the Union address before a joint session of Congress. It is often 
the custom for special guests to attend. On this occasion, an empty seat 
was left to symbolize the lives lost in the September 11 attacks. Wearing 
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a dark blue suit and a light blue tie, Bush was composed and somber. His 
delivery was more effective than it had been on many other occasions, so 
much so that his speech was interrupted by applause more than seventy 
times. With Vice President Dick Cheney and Speaker of the House 
Dennis Hastert behind him, Bush began with a recitation of domestic 
issues he intended to address — Medicare, the environment, energy inde- 
pendence, faith-based initiatives, AIDS, and the like." 

Less than halfway through his speech, however, Bush turned to his 
true mission — “leading the world in confronting and defeating the man- 
made evil of international terrorism.” His delivery slowed and became 
more deliberate and insistent. “The war goes on, and we are winning,” 
he said. Both houses of Congress, Democrat and Republican alike, 
stood and cheered.'” 

Now Bush’s tone changed—and so did the text. If the symbolic 
empty chair lent a portentous note to the proceedings, what followed 
was even more ominous. Americans had fought in Bosnia under Clin- 
ton, but the conflict had not risen to the level of a mission that united the 
entire nation. Indeed, not since the Gulf War, when Bush’s father had 
been president, had the nation’s leader looked his countrymen in the eye 
and exhorted the American people to join him in battle. 

Now, to millions of American families in their suburban homes, and to 
reservists across the country, wondering if they might be called to war, 
Bush depicted the state of the union as the state of fear. There was 
“anthrax, botulinum toxin, Ebola, and plague.”' There were “outlaw 
regimes that seek and possess nuclear, chemical, and biological weapons.” 
There was “blackmail, terror, and mass murder.” There was Iran, Iraq, 
and North Korea. 

More specifically, there was Saddam Hussein, who “had biological 
weapons sufficient to produce over 25,000 liters of anthrax — enough 
doses to kill several million people,” and enough botulinum toxin “to 
subject millions of people to death by respiratory failure,” not to men- 
tion “the materials to produce as much as 500 tons of sarin, mustard, and 
VX nerve agent.” Saddam’s torture techniques, Bush said, included 
“electric shock, burning with hot irons, dripping acid on the skin, muti- 
lation with electric drills, cutting out tongues, and rape.”!” 

Asserting that Saddam aided and protected Al-Qaeda, Bush suggested 
that we “imagine those 19 hijackers with other weapons and other 
plans—this time armed by Saddam Hussein. It would take one vial, one 
canister, one crate slipped into this country to bring a day of horror like 


221125 


none we have ever known. 
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Bush invited “all free nations” to join America in preventing such 
attacks. But he added that “the course of this nation does not depend on 
the decisions of others.” There was applause. “Whatever action is 
required, whenever action is necessary, I will defend the freedom and 
security of the American people.” There was more applause. Bush would 
act preemptively and unilaterally if necessary. 

Bush assured the country that attacks by Saddam were not merely 
remote possibilities. After all, he said, the United States had learned that 
Iraq had “mobile biological weapons labs . . . designed to produce 
germ warfare agents, and can be moved from place to a place to evade 
inspectors.” From Iraqi defectors we had learned that Saddam had 
“aluminum tubes suitable for nuclear weapons production.” 

Then came sixteen words that would prove to be the casus belli—but 
were attributed to one of America’s allies. “The British government has 
learned,” Bush said, “that Saddam Hussein recently sought significant 
| quantities of uranium from Africa.” 

At the time, even the most connected of Capitol Hill insiders were 
unaware of the machinations behind the intelligence that was being pre- 
sented. To virtually everyone in the country, Saddam appeared to be a 
truly grave threat. If Saddam’s acquisition of nuclear weapons was not 


a cause for war, what was? 
Bush addressed the men and women of America’s armed forces. 
“Many of you are assembling in or near the Middle East,” he said, “and 
some crucial hours may lay ahead. In those hours, the success of our 
cause will depend on you. Your training has prepared you. Your honor 
| will guide you. You believe in America, and America believes in you.” 
As he concluded, cheering him on were Marine Corps general Michael 
Hagee; Admiral Vern Clark; General Richard B. Myers, the chairman of 
the Joint Chiefs of Staff; and General Eric Shinseki."* A few years earlier, 
Bush had confided that he thought to be a great president meant being a 
great commander in chief. Now George W. Bush was leading his nation 
into war. 
| 


i 


-n 


CHATTERIS IITE EN 


The Good Soldier 


[ was not until President Bush’s State of the Union address that CIA 
officer Tyler Drumheller figured out what had just happened—and 
even then he was utterly dumbfounded. It was now clear to Drumheller 
that when he had been asked again to try to authenticate Curveball 
because an unidentified official was giving a speech, the official in ques- 
tion was George W. Bush. The speech was the State of the Union. 
Drumheller had sent out a report to George Tenet’s office saying that the 
Germans still could not verify Curveball’s claims. And yet, his report 
notwithstanding, Bush had still referred to “several mobile biological 
weapons labs . . . designed to produce germ warfare agents.” 

That was hardly the only egregious error in the speech. On at least 
fourteen different occasions prior to the 2003 State of the Union, ana- 
lysts at the CIA, the State Department, and other government agencies 
who had examined the Niger documents or reports about them raised 
serious doubts about their legitimacy. Yet somehow a reference to the 
Niger yellowcake deal—a complete fiction, the product of a forgery — 
had ended up as a vital part of one of the most important State of the 
Union Addresses in modern history. 

How did this happen? Last-minute negotiations between the White 
House and the CIA led to a decision to attribute reports about the 
Niger uranium deal to British intelligence rather than classified Ameri- 
can intelligence.*? Not only had the president of the United States taken 


*Stephen Hadley later accepted responsibility for allowing the sixteen-word sen- 
tence about the Niger deal to remain in the speech. “I should have recalled at the time 
of the State of the Union speech that there was controversy associated with the ura- 
nium issue,” he told reporters at a press conference in July 2003. “When the language 
in the drafts of the State of the Union referred to efforts to acquire natural uranium, 
I should have either asked that they — the 16 words given to that subject—be stricken, 
or I should have alerted DCI Tenet.” 
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a statement that many in his administration knew to bea lie and used it 
as a cause for war, he had taken the cowardly way out and attributed it 
to a third party. 


Now that President Bush had made the case for war, there was one cru- 
cial step left before the United States could invade Iraq. On the morning 
of Wednesday, January 29, 2003, only hours after Bush’s speech, Secretary 
of State Colin Powell marched into the office next door to his on the sev- 
enth floor of the State Department to meet with his longtime aide, 
Colonel Lawrence B. Wilkerson.’ Few colleagues were closer to Powell 
than Wilkerson, who had served as his top aide in the army, in the private 
sector, and in the State Department for more than a decade. 

“I have to present our case to the United Nations Security Council on 
February 5,” Powell told Wilkerson.‘ “I want you to assemble a team. 
Go out to the Central Intelligence Agency. Deputy Secretary Armitage 
has prepared the way for you. Mr. Tenet is expecting you. Put together 
whatever team you need, and I'll be out there as soon as you tell me you 
are ready. We will begin rehearsal, and on the fifth of February we will 
be at the United Nations at nine in the morning to present our case.” 

Powell didn’t relish the assignment. Long known as a reluctant war- 


More to the point, as reported in The Italian Letter: How the Bush Administration 
Used a Fake Letter to Build a Case for War in Iraq by Peter Eisner and Knut Royce, 
the White House didn’t dare go back to George Tenet because he had already rejected 
the same material for Bush’s speech in Cincinnati. Instead, sometime in January — the 
exact date is unclear—Robert Joseph, special assistant to the president for nonprolif- 
eration, called someone else in the CIA who would be even more amenable to White 
House requests— Alan Foley, the director of the CIA’s Weapons Intelligence Non 
Proliferation and Arms Control Center (WINPAC). Foley, according to Eisner and 
Royce, had already delivered a clear message to his staff: “If the president wants to go 
to war, our job is to find the intelligence to allow him to do so.” Far more interested 
in not violating the rules of classification than in whether or not the information was 
credible, Foley accepted the idea of attributing the information to the British because 
their report was not classified—even though the CIA had told the White House 
again and again that it didn’t trust the British reports. 

As for the British, they have repeatedly claimed to have other sources, but have 
refused to identify them. According to Joseph Wilson, that refusal is a violation of the 
U.N. resolution stipulating that member states must share with the International 
Atomic Energy Agency all information they have on prohibited nuclear programs in 
Iraq. “The British say they cannot share the information because it comes from a 
third-country intelligence source,” said Wilson. “But that third country is presumably 
a member of the United Nations, and it, too, should comply with Article 10 of 
United Nations Resolution 1441.” No evidence of a third country has come to light. 
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rior, he had argued for years against invading Iraq for the same reasons 
Scowcroft and Bush 41 had put forth. His devoted admirers —and they 
were many —saw him as an increasingly lonely and isolated voice of 
moderation in a militaristic administration. Even though he didn’t buy 
all the claims made by the administration, in public he had begun sup- 
porting its tough talk on Iraq—initially in a more measured way than 
his fellow cabinet members.* 

On occasions like this, when he was forced to implement policies he 
questioned, Powell sometimes withdrew and became opaque to the 
point of impenetrability. “He can be the most endearing person you’d 
ever want to meet in your life,” Wilkerson said. “The next minute he 
can be colder than a fish.”* 

At rare moments, however, Powell shared his qualms with colleagues. 
The previous November, as the administration marched inexorably to 
war, Powell had come into Wilkerson’s office and looked out the win- 
dow toward National Airport. “I wonder what will happen,” he mused, 
“if we put half a million troops on the ground and scour the country 
from one end to the other, and don’t find a single WMD.” 

Such misgivings notwithstanding, as the run-up to war continued, 
resigning was not a real possibility for Powell. That would mean aban- 
doning both his commander in chief and the soldiers he had fought with 
for many years. Always the good soldier who never questioned the 
chain of command, Powell chose to walk a fine line that became ever 
finer until, at times, it seemed to disappear. 

And once Powell accepted that the path to war was inevitable, he 
became a team player with the White House—to such an extent that 
insiders felt he had lost control of his own department.: Why did Pow- 
ell allow this to happen? “Powell was completely aware of the machina- 
tions going on,” said one State Department official. “Presumably he was 
trying to make peace with Cheney, but things went south pretty quickly. 
If you were the boss and had John Bolton [a Cheney ally], who was off 
the reservation, why would you keep him there? One reason is to avoid 
a crisis inside the administration. By getting rid of the guy you would 
make headlines and raise all manner of questions.” 

Regardless of what he really believed, Powell ultimately accommo- 
dated the White House to such an extent that he became the most artic- 
ulate spokesman for the war effort. What’s more, he played as fast and 
loose with the facts as the neocons.’ Just two days before the State of the 
Union address, on January 26, 2006, Powell addressed the World Eco- 
nomic Forum in Davos, Switzerland, and asked, “Why is Iraq still try- 
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ing to procure uranium and the special equipment needed to transform 
it into material for nuclear weapons?”" In referring to the Niger deal and 
the aluminum tubes, Powell was actually betraying his own State 
Department analysts who had rejected these two key pieces of “evi- 
dence” against Saddam. 

Now, the day after Bush’s speech, Powell handed Wilkerson a forty- 
eight-page dossier on Iraq’s weapons of mass destruction. He said that 
other files on Iraq’s ties to terrorism and human rights violations would 
arrive shortly. Wilkerson would be working around the clock for the 
next six days: At the time, he was, relatively speaking, an innocent in 
terms of doing battle in the intelligence wars. 

The next morning, Wilkerson met with Lynne Davidson, Powell’s 
chief speechwriter; Carl Ford, the head of the State Department’s Bureau 
of Intelligence and Research (INR); and Barry Lowenkron, Principal 
deputy director of policy planning for State. A staffer from the United 
States Mission to the U.N. was also brought in to help familiarize the 
team with the logistics of the presentation in New York. 

After getting the files from Powell, Wilkerson drove out to the CIA’s 
headquarters, a 258-acre campus in the woods of Langley, Virginia, 10 
miles from Washington, where he was joined by George Tenet and his 
deputy, John McLaughlin. They started working in the National Intel- 
ligence Council’s offices and later moved to Tenet’s conference room for 
rehearsals and discussions.” Tenet had planned a trip to the Middle East, 
but Powell wouldn’t let him go.” 

At night the next week, Secretary Powell reviewed their work and 
rehearsed his speech. At various times, National Security Adviser Con- 
doleezza Rice and a host of CIA analysts and National Intelligence 
officers came and went. Deputy Director McLaughlin was there virtu- 
ally around the clock. Among the others who attended meetings over the 
next few days were Deputy National Security Adviser Stephen Hadley;" 
Bob Joseph, the National Security Council official who had made sure 
mention of the Niger documents got into Bush’s speech; Will Tobey, also 
from the NSC;" John Hannah and Scooter Libby from Cheney’s staff;"* 
Robert Walpole, the author of the NIE; and Lawrence Gershwin, a 
CIA top adviser on technical intelligence.” 

Notable in their absence, however, were intelligence analysts from 
the INR. They had been instructed to fact-check various drafts of Pow- 
ell’s speech from their offices in the State Department. But their physical 
absence was another striking indication that Powell had capitulated and 
was trying to avoid a showdown with the White House. “I can only 
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assume that he was under the gun to do this for the president, and he had 
to find a way to do this and live with it,” said a State Department col- 
league. In other words, the hard-nosed analysts in INR, who had not 
bowed to White House pressure, would be a political liability for Powell. 

Wilkerson had been given three dossiers, about ninety pages of mate- 
rial on Irag’ WMDs, on Iraq’s sponsoring of terrorism, and on its vio- 
lation of human rights. He had not been privy to all the machinations 
surrounding the WMD issue, but as soon as he examined the documents, 
he realized something was wrong. The CIA had scores of analysts who 
had spent years studying Iraq’s weapons programs— WMDs, nuclear 
arms, and other relevant specialties. It had rigorous peer review proce- 
dures to eliminate dubious intelligence from fabricators, forgers, double 
agents, and sources with ulterior motives, and a large budget devoted to 
Middle East intelligence." 

But the dossiers in front of Wilkerson had been prepared by Scooter 
Libby in Cheney’s office, not by the CIA. That was a highly unusual 
breach of protocol, especially for such a vital matter of state. Explained 
Richard Clarke, former director of counterterrorism in the National 
Security Council, “It’s very strange for the Vice President’s senior adviser 
to be . . . saying to the Secretary of State, “This is what you should be 
saying.” 

As Wilkerson vetted the files he had been given, however, it became 
increasingly apparent exactly how aggressively Cheney and his men had 
stacked the deck. The first dossier Wilkerson examined was the forty- 
eight-page script on WMDs. “It was anything but an intelligence doc- 
ument,” he said.” “It was, as some people characterized it later, sort of 
a Chinese menu from which you could pick and choose. 

“Every time we had a question, which was virtually every line, John 
Hannah from the vice president’s office would consult a huge clipboard 
he had,” said Wilkerson.” Hannah was a former official at the Washing- 
ton Institute for Near East Policy (WINEP), a pro-Israel think tank. In 
addition to having coauthored the forty-eight-page document, Hannah 
had worked closely with Libby on the White House Iraq Group, the 
team Cheney had put together to cull information about Iraq’s WMDs.” 

Hannah responded to Wilkerson’s queries by citing the appropriate 
source—the CIA, the DIA (Defense Intelligence Agency), the New 
York Times, and others. Then Wilkerson’s team tracked down each of 
the original documents he cited. They pored over satellite photographs, 
intercepts of Iraqi military communications, briefings of Iraqi defectors, 
intel from allied services in Europe and the Middle East. 
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But the more deeply they probed, the more dubious Wilkerson 
became about Hannah’s work. “It was not sourced the way intelligence 
documents should be sourced. . . .” Wilkerson said. “Once we read the 
entirety of those documents, we’d find that the context was not quite 
what the cherry-picked item imported.”* 

Hannah had served as the key liaison between Cheney’s office and 
Ahmed Chalabi.* Wilkerson thought that much of the bogus intelli- 
gence probably came from Chalabi and the INC —sources who clearly 
had their own agendas.” 

That question aside, it would take days to get through the scripts. 
Within a few hours, both Wilkerson and Tenet were so fed up they 
decided to junk the entire forty-eight-page dossier on WMDs. “There 
was no way the secretary of state was going to read off a script about 
serious matters of intelligence that could lead to war when the script 
was basically unsourced,” Wilkerson said.” He turned to Tenet and said 
that what they were trying to do was not going to work. 

Tenet agreed. “Let’s go to the NIE,” he said.” By that Tenet was sug- 
gesting that the 2002 National Intelligence Estimate (NIE), the docu- 
ment that had been produced by the CIA in October at the request of 
the Senate, be used as the basis for Powell’s presentation.” Relying on 
the NIE was enormously reassuring to Wilkerson, who did not realize 
that it, too, had been tampered with. Powell, however, should have 
known better. After all, key elements of the NIE—the Niger docu- 
ments, the aluminum tubes—had been disputed by his own State 
Department analysts. 

Later that night, Wilkerson and his colleagues watched a film they had 
gotten out of the State Department archive of Adlai Stevenson’s historic 
speech before the United Nations Security Council during the 1962 
Cuban missile crisis, punctuated by the dramatic unveiling of irrefutable 
proof of the Soviet Union’s perfidy that crystallized world sentiment. 
They were seeking a similar confluence of evidence and rhetoric, Wilk- 
erson said, so that Powell could have his own historic “Stevenson 
moment” before the U.N.” 


While Wilkerson and his team worked at Langley, the State Depart- 
ment’s INR fact-checked an early draft of Powell’s speech. On January 
31, according to Hubris, by Michael Isikotf and David Corn, they sent 
a memo to Powell asserting that thirty-eight allegations in the speech 
were “unsubstantiated” or “weak.”*° As a result of the memo, twenty- 
eight of the charges were removed from the draft. 
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Meanwhile, one of the biggest battles Wilkerson’s team faced against 
Cheney’s men was over Iraq’s links to terrorism. Acutely aware of the 
administration’s desire to link 9/11 to Iraq, George Tenet had ordered 
his analysts to dig through vast piles of old intelligence in hopes of find- 
ing evidence of such ties. Michael Scheuer, then head of the CIA’s bin 
Laden unit and later the author of Imperial Hubris, led the effort. “We 
went back 10 years,” he said. “We examined about 20,000 documents, 
probably something along the line of 75,000 pages of information. And 
there was no connection between Iraq and Osama [bin Laden].”” 

Tenet had personally relayed that message to President Bush and 
added that if anything were ever found it would be peripheral.” But 
Cheney’s men had insisted Tenet was wrong. Among the most explosive 
allegations in their dossier was the charge that 9/11 hijacker Mohammed 
Atta had met with an Iraqi intelligence agent in Prague in April 2001. 
The material had originally been funneled to Cheney via the Counter- 
terrorism Evaluation Group (CTEG), the precursor to the OSP in the 
Pentagon.” 

Vice President Cheney had made the claim himself repeatedly on 
national TV. “It’s been pretty well confirmed that [Atta] did go to 
Prague and he did meet with a senior official of the Iraqi intelligence 
service,” he said on Meet the Press not long after 9/11." 

But by February 2002, the allegation had already been discredited 
independently by both the CIA and the FBI. They had determined that 
at the time of the supposed meeting in Prague, Atta was traveling from 
Florida to Virginia Beach, Virginia. The FBI even had his rental car and 
hotel receipts.» Nevertheless, Cheney had continued to repeat the 
charge and his subordinates kept putting it back in play.** 

This time, Colin Powell personally threw out the Atta allegation. “He 
was trying to get rid of everything that didn’t have a credible intelligence 
community-backed source,” said Wilkerson.” 


*One person who knew that the Prague meeting was bogus was NSC counterter- 
rorism head Richard Clarke. One day Clarke was outside the West Wing of the 
White House when Libby came out of Cheney’s office. “I hear you don’t believe this 
report that Mohammed Atta was talking to Iraqi people in Prague,” Libby said. 

“I don’t believe it because it’s not true,” Clarke replied. 

“You’re wrong,” Libby told him. “You know you’re wrong. Go back and find out. 
Look at the rest of the reports and find out that you’re wrong.” 

Clarke later told PBS Frontline, “I understood what he was saying, which was, “This 
is a report that we want to believe, and stop saying it’s not true. It’s a real problem for 
the vice president’s office that you, the counterterrorism coordinator, are walking 
around saying that this isn’t a true report. Shut up.’ That’s what I was being told.” 


280 THE FALL OF THE HOUSE OF BUSH 


But Cheney found out—and wanted it back in. A day or two later, 
Deputy National Security Adviser Stephen Hadley, a Cheney loyalist, 
raised the issue. 

“What happened to the meeting about Mohammed Atta in Prague?” 
he asked. 

“We took that out, Steve,” Powell said. “Don’t you remember?” 

Hadley hung his head sheepishly. “Yes, Mr. Secretary, I do remem- 
ber.” 

“They were just relentless,” said Colonel Lawrence Wilkerson. “You 
would take it out and they would stick it back in. That was their 
favorite bureaucratic technique—ruthless relentlessness.”” 

Normally an even-tempered man, Powell got so angry at such tactics 
that at times he threw the dossier up in the air. “This is bullshit,” he 
said. “I’m not doing this.” 

But he continued anyway. One morning that week, as the U.N. 
speech drew closer, Cheney saw Powell just outside the Oval Office and 
reassured him. “Your poll numbers are in the seventies,” Cheney said. 
“You can afford to lose a few points.”*! 


In light of the immense pressures they faced, Wilkerson was happy that 
George Tenet served as the CIA’s director, for he initially regarded 
Tenet as a reassuring presence who would fight to keep the facts 
straight. A Georgetown University alumnus who was infected with the 
basketball fever common among fans of the Hoyas, Tenet was a likable 
and gregarious fellow who had won Wilkerson’s trust. “Tenet had been 
there for a number of years,” said Wilkerson. “He was a professional. 
So was his deputy. It didn’t seem possible that [the neocons] could exer- 
cise much influence.”” 

Working late one night in the Langley pressure cooker, however, 
Wilkerson heard tales that made him wary about even Tenet. “We had 
enough instances in the wee small hours of the morning that by the end of 
that intense, short period I had suspicions about some of the material.” 

Those doubts were reinforced by a conversation with one of Lang- 
ley’s top analysts. At the time, Iraq had a large network of front compa- 
nies that it had created to circumvent the U.N.’s economic sanctions. 
One of those front companies was doing business with an Australian 
firm that happened to sell mapping software. “This got reported back 
through intelligence channels as the Iraqis attempted to buy mapping 
software for the eastern United States,” Wilkerson said.” 

Presumably, that meant Iraq was planning a military attack on the 
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United States. It was exactly the kind of nugget of information Cheney 
had sought. “So Mr. Tenet runs over to the vice president’s office and 
briefs Cheney that the Iraqis are buying mapping software for the east- 
ern United States,” said Wilkerson. Two weeks later, however, the ana- 
lyst at Langley discovered the truth: no software had been transferred to 
Iraq, nor had Saddam expressed any interest in it. He immediately told 
Tenet. 

But Tenet never went back to the vice president to correct the report. 
“So I began to get the idea that there was political pressure,” said Wilker- 
son. “Why did George Tenet not go back? Because he didn’t want to.”* 

At the time, however, Wilkerson put aside his doubts. “Having been 
so close to George Tenet during those days, it was clear to me that he 
believed what we were presenting was accurate.” 

Or so it seemed. He was finally getting a small taste of the extraordi- 
nary political pressures at play. 


A few days later, Tyler Drumheller was given a draft of Powell’s speech” 
in which Powell was to explain that the mobile weapons labs could 
concoct enough microbes “in a single month to kill thousands upon 
thousands of people.” To Drumheller’s astonishment, that meant they 
were still using the discredited Curveball story. Drumheller immediately 
met with CIA deputy director John McLaughlin and an aide in a small 
conference room.” According to the Washington Post, Drumheller said 
that McLaughlin promised to investigate immediately. 

But Colin Powell was not told about Tyler Drumheller’s concerns.” 
He was not told that the United States never had direct access to Curve- 
ball or that the Germans had warned the U.S. that he was an unreliable 
alcoholic. “So all the fine-grained stuff that might have caused [Powell] 
not to use it, he wasn’t given an opportunity to hear firsthand,” said 
David Kay, a former weapons inspector in Iraq.” 

Meanwhile, on February 2, the State Department’s INR was given 
another look at Powell’s speech. This time they found seven items to 
which they objected. Three of them were removed from the speech. But 
four items remained.» 

At about the same time, outside the narrow confines of Colin Powell’s 
speech, the administration was standing firm against resistance it was 
meeting in the international arena. The International Atomic Energy 
Agency (IAEA) had just issued a report taking issue with administration 
claims that Iraq had an active nuclear program. “We have to date found 
no evidence that Iraq has revived its nuclear weapon program since the 
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elimination of the program in the 1990’s,” Mohamed ElBaradei, the 
head of the agency, told the United Nations Security Council.” 

Likewise, Hans Blix, the chief U.N. weapons inspector, had also told 
the Security Council that “Iraq has decided in principle” to cooperate on 
process when it came to granting access to sites and providing support 
services for U.N. inspectors. “Information provided by member states 
tells us about the movement and concealment of missiles and chemical 
weapons and mobile units for biological weapons production,” Blix 
said. “We shall certainly follow up any credible leads given to us and 
report what we might find as well as any denial of access.”™ 

There were many unanswered questions, serious questions, Blix 
said. But Iraq’s concessions to the U.N. inspectors and the IAEA report 
would make it more difficult for the U.S. to win support for war. 


Wilkerson’s team worked through the weekend at Langley and early the 
next week moved its operations to New York. On the night of Tuesday, 
February 4, the eve of Powell’s historic speech, Wilkerson put together 
a dress rehearsal on the top floor of the U.S. Mission to the U.N. He 
had the furniture laid out to look exactly like the U.N. Security Coun- 
cil. This was his last chance to refine the presentation, eliminate any- 
thing they weren’t sure of, to make certain they were getting everything 
right. 

One key piece of Powell’s presentation concerned intercepts of con- 
versations between two officers in Iraq’s elite military unit, the Repub- 
lican Guard. Wilkerson was not certain they provided compelling proof. 
“They were very classy, rat-tat-tat-tat, hitting you fast, like all the TV 
crap Americans are used to these days, nine-second sound bites. But 
look at the intercepts. You have this guy at a chemical factory saying, 
‘Get rid of it.’ Suppose he’s actually trying to get rid of [the weapons]. ... 
[But] all the intercepts could have been interpreted two or three or even 
more ways. Believe me, I looked at it fifty times.” 

Of greater concern to Wilkerson was the sourcing for the mobile 
weapons vans that allegedly manufactured biological and chemical 
weapons. These facilities were seen to be particularly insidious precisely 
because their mobility enabled them to escape detection by weapons 
inspectors. When he spoke about the vans in the Security Council, Pow- 
ell was to present illustrations of them based on accounts from an undis- 
closed intelligence source. “Powell and I were both suspicious because 
there were no pictures of the mobile labs,” said Wilkerson.” 

To make sure the evidence was solid, Wilkerson asked Tenet and John 
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McLaughlin, the CIA deputy director of intelligence, about the sourcing 
once again. According to the Washington Post, the two men replied that 
the evidence was “exceptionally strong,” and that it was based on several 
sources whose stories had been independently corroborated.* McLaugh- 
lin gave no hint that Drumheller had warned him about Curveball. 

Wilkerson recalled, “I sat in the room, looking into George Tenet’s 
eyes, as did the Secretary of State, and heard with the firmness that only 
George could give, ... I mean eyeball-to-eyeball contact between two 
of the most powerful men in the administration, Colin Powell and 
George Tenet, and George Tenet assuring Colin Powell that the infor- 
mation he was presenting to the U.N. was ironclad.”*” 

At the end of the rehearsal, Powell turned to Tenet. “Do you stand 
by this?” 

“Absolutely, Mr. Secretary,” Tenet replied.* He was resolute. As 
Wilkerson saw it, Tenet had no doubts that the material was irrefutable. 

“Good,” Powell said, “because you are going to be in camera beside 
me at the U.N. Security Council tomorrow.” 


Later that evening, Tenet and Powell retired to their hotel rooms to rest 
up for the presentation the next morning. At about midnight, Tenet 
called Tyler Drumheller to check some details about the speech. Well 
aware of how high the stakes were, Drumheller persisted in making sure 
that Curveball was not used as a source. “Hey, boss, you’re not going to 
use that stuff in the speech... ?” Drumheller told Tenet. “There are real 
problems with that.”” Tenet, Drumheller recalled, seemed tired and told 
him not to worry.” 

(Both McLaughlin and Tenet said they did not recall having any 
such conversations with Drumheller. “If someone had made these 
doubts clear to me, I would not have permitted the reporting to be used 
in Secretary Powell’s speech,” McLaughlin said in a prepared statement. 
Likewise, in At the Center of the Storm: My Years at the CIA, Tenet 
claimed, “I remember no such midnight call or warning. ... Drumheller 
had dozens of opportunities before and after the Powell speech to raise 
the alarm with me [about Curveball], yet he failed to do so.”) 

Meanwhile, Wilkerson and his team had stayed on to finish up. One 
lengthy part of the presentation concerned ties between Al-Qaeda and 
Baghdad. “I was trying to shape it to where it was reasonably believ- 
able,” Wilkerson said. “There was a hugely lengthy genealogy section 
that went all the way back to [Osama] bin Laden’s and Al-Qaeda’s 
presence in the Sudan and tried to link that somehow to Iraqi intelligence 
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agents going to Khartoum. Talk about connect the dots! It’s like Aus- 
tralia is a dot and over there in Moscow is a dot, let’s draw a line. It was 
silly as shit and the secretary got sick and tired of it.” 

Wilkerson and Powell had deleted it before. “So when I saw that 
somehow it sneaked its ugly head back in, I just cut it out,” said Wilk- 
erson. 

At about midnight, Phil Mudd, a CIA terrorism specialist, dropped 
by, bringing Italian food with him, in hopes of getting a progress report. 
When Barry Lowenkron, a senior Powell aide, told him that they had 
tightened the terrorism part, Mudd reviewed the changes.“ 

“Looks fine,” he said. Then he left. Not long afterward, Wilkerson 
returned to the Waldorf-Astoria, where Powell’s operations were based. 

But at two a.m., Wilkerson got a call. It was one of Tenet’s aides. 
Cheney’s office had been insistent that Powell tie Saddam into 9/11. 
Given that Powell had previously thrown out the allegations that 
Mohammed Atta had met with Iraqi agents in Prague, Phil Mudd had 
woken up George Tenet and given him an update. Now Tenet, who was 
staying at another Manhattan hotel, wanted one last look at the speech.® 

Wilkerson finally got a few hours’ sleep. But the next morning, 
Cheney’s office resumed pressure for him to tie Saddam to Al-Qaeda. 
Just before Powell’s speech began at nine a.m., Wilkerson’s phone rang 
again and again. He looked at the phone’s digital screen. The caller was 
Scooter Libby, Cheney’s chief of staff, presumably trying one more 
time to put the Prague story back in Powell’s speech.“ Wilkerson refused 
to take it. 


At nine a.m. on February 5, 2003, Wilkerson finally took his seat at the 
United Nations Security Council about ten or twelve feet behind Colin 
Powell and to the left. As promised, Powell insisted that George Tenet 
be in camera, just behind him. 

Wilkerson sat there opposite the Iraqis, viewing his adversaries 
intently. “I knew they probably didn’t know squat. Saddam Hussein 
wouldn’t have told those guys anything. But I’m sitting there watching 
them. Are they going to say, ‘Oh, God, they’ve got us!’” 

Wilkerson’s team had thrown out the entire forty-eight-page WMD 
dossier given them by Cheney’s office. Three-quarters of their file on 
Saddam’s ties to terrorists was in the trash as well. The remaining mate- 
rial was enough for a presentation that would last about an hour and 
twenty minutes. 

Both the audio and the visuals would be dramatic, with fast cutting 
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and fancy editing on big-screen displays. Wilkerson was pleased that 
they had been so rigorous in eliminating dubious intelligence, but he 
feared there wasn’t much left in the way of evidence. The sought-after 
“Stevenson moment” was unlikely. “Because we had cut it so severely, I 
felt that the presentation was fairly solid [in terms of accuracy],” said 
Wilkerson. “But my biggest concern was the efficacy of the presentation. 
We had thrown out so much crap—rightfully so. But now the presenta- 
tion wasn’t very effective. 

“T felt much the same way the president must have when he said to 
George Tenet, ‘Is this all you’ve got, George?’ That’s the way I felt. Is this 
all we’ve got? I felt like I’d failed.” 

But Wilkerson was overlooking one vital factor. The presentation was 
being made by a man who had risen from the South Bronx to become the 
most admired and respected person in America. He had served as national 
security adviser and chairman of the Joint Chiefs of Staff before being 
appointed secretary of state and becoming the highest-ranking African- 
American government official in the history of the United States. Blessed 
with a spectacularly imposing yet reassuring physical presence and an 
irresistible blend of gravitas and authenticity, poise, and self-assurance, 
Powell appealed to people at both ends of the political spectrum. At the 
New York Times, liberal columnist Anthony Lewis wrote that Powell 
had “the dignity, the presence, the directness [that Americans] long for in 
a president.” Neoconservative Times columnist A. M. Rosenthal asserted 
that Powell was “graceful, decisive, courteous, [and] warm.” 

Dick Cheney had made only one slight miscalculation regarding 
Powell. He had said Powell’s approval ratings were in the seventies. But 
in fact, at the time, no less than 86 percent of the American people 
approved of the way Colin Powell was doing his job. He came now 
before the U.N as a voice of reason, as a man who appeared to have 
unassailable moral authority, and who had reluctantly concluded that the 
United States must take up arms against a brutal dictator. All of which 
made him the most effective salesman on the planet. “There’s no ques- 
tion in my mind that Vice President Cheney knew that,” said Wilkerson. 
“That’s why he had Powell do it.”” 

Powell did not enjoy the task, but at least Wilkerson and he had 
weeded out much of the misleading intelligence that Cheney’s men 
had tried to put in his presentation. At least he could go before the 
world’s most important international peacekeeping body on this grave 
occasion and present intelligence that could be attributed to the NIE or 
to George Tenet and the CIA. 
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“My colleagues,” he told the United Nations Security Council, “every 
statement I make today is backed up by sources, solid sources. These are 
not assertions. What we are giving you are facts and conclusions based on 
solid intelligence.” 

The administration’s most powerful spokesman, Powell challenged 
the rest of the world to join the United States. His presentation was 
masterful: If Saddam Hussein was a villain straight out of central cast- 
ing, Powell was the hero in the white hat coming in to save the world. 
Iraq had, he said, seven mobile labs to make germ weapons, unmanned 
drones, hidden missiles, and terrorist cells. He held up a small vial 
filled with white powder. “Less than a teaspoon of dry anthrax, a little 
bit—about this amount... shut down the United States Senate in the 
fall of 2001,” Powell said. 

“We know that Saddam Hussein is determined to keep his weapons of 
mass destruction and make more,” Powell said. “Given Saddam Hus- 
sein’s history of aggression, given what we know of his grandiose plans, 
given what we know of his terrorist associations, and given his determi- 
nation to exact revenge on those who have opposed him, should we take 
the risk that he will not someday use these weapons at a time and a place 
and in a manner of his choosing —at a time when the world is in a much 
weaker position to respond? ... Leaving Saddam Hussein in possession 
of weapons of mass destruction for a few more months or years is not an 
option. Not in a post-September 11th world.”” 


As soon as his speech was done, it became clear that Powell had hit a 
home run. The press loved it. More than a hundred media outlets com- 
pared his moment to Adlai Stevenson’s.”! That Powell was still thought 
of as a dove made his credibility unassailable. In the aftermath of Pow- 
ell’s speech, a Washington Post/ ABC News poll showed that no fewer 
than 67 percent of Americans felt the United States was justified in 
going to war because of Iraq’s WMDs.” As Greg Mitchell of Editor & 
Publisher” later reported in a comprehensive critique of the media’s 
response, the San Francisco Chronicle called the speech “impressive in its 
breadth and eloquence.” The Denver Post romanticized him as “Marshal 
Dillon facing down a gunslinger in Dodge City,” and added that he had 
shown the world “not just one ‘smoking gun’ but a battery of them.” In 
Tampa, Florida; Portland, Oregon; and Hartford, Connecticut, the local 
dailies deemed Powell’s presentation “overwhelming,” “devastating,” 
and “masterful.”” 

But it was among liberals in the media, especially those who had dis- 
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missed George W. Bush as a trigger-happy cowboy, that Colin Powell 
had the greatest impact. The Washington Post asserted that Powell’s evi- 
dence was “irrefutable.” The paper’s liberal columnist, Mary McGrory, 
announced that she was “as tough as France to convince,” but Powell had 
won her over.” For Richard Cohen, another Post columnist, some of 
Powell’s evidence was “absolutely bone-chilling in its detail . . . [and] had 
to prove to anyone that Iraq not only hasn’t accounted for its weapons of 
mass destruction but without a doubt still retains them. Only a fool, or 
possibly a Frenchman, could conclude otherwise.” 

Finally, there was the New York Times, which offered no fewer than 
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three separate news stories praising Powell as “powerful,” “sober,” 
“factual,” and “nearly encyclopedic.” Columnist William Safire saw 
“half a dozen smoking guns” in Powell’s “irrefutable and undeniable” 
case.” At last, concluded the 7zmes’s Michael Gordon, “It will be diff- 
cult for skeptics to argue that Washington’s case against Iraq is based on 
groundless suspicions and not intelligence information.”” 

However, at least one person watching Powell had a profoundly dif- 
ferent reaction, especially as Powell made his presentation about the 
mobile weapons vans. Somewhere a German intelligence officer was 
watching—the very same BND officer who had supervised Curve- 
ball—and he was absolutely agog that the Americans were knowingly 
presenting something that was utterly uncorroborated. “We were 
shocked,” he said. “Mein Gott! We had always told them it was not 
proven. ... It was not hard intelligence.”” 

As Powell made his presentation, the world instantly knew that it 
marked the point of no return in launching the Iraq War. How could he 
have lent his credibility to such an enterprise? When it came to warfare, 
Powell famously insisted on the use of overwhelming force (a key tenet 
of what had become known as the Powell Doctrine), yet now, in bureau- 
cratic warfare, he had made the decision to enter battle without being 
fully armed. His team of intelligence analysts from INR was available 
whenever necessary,” but Powell had not summoned them to Langley or 
to the U.N. 

Why? One of Powell’s colleagues told The Guardian that this deci- 
sion was a sign of resignation and defeat. “He didn’t have anyone from 
INR near him,” said Greg Thielmann, who served as director of the 
Strategic, Proliferation and Military Affairs office at INR until Septem- 
ber 2002. “Powell wanted to sell a rotten fish. He had decided there was 
no way to avoid war. His job was to go to war with as much legitimacy 
as we could scrape up.”*° 
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Powell has long been reticent about sharing his deepest thoughts, but 
in an interview posted on the State Department’s website in 2003, and 
cited by The Guardian and the Washington Post, he demonstrated a 
revealing historical awareness of his position. In the interview he referred 
to two of his predecessors, Thomas Jefferson, America’s first secretary of 
state, and General George C. Marshall, who served as secretary of state 
under Harry Truman. When Dwight Eisenhower was named D-Day 
commander over Marshall, “whatever disappointment [Marshall] felt 
over that, he simply ate it,” Powell said. In 1948, Marshall had argued bit- 
terly with Truman over America’s recognition of the state of Israel, but 
did not resign. Powell quoted him as saying, “No, gentlemen, you don’t 
take a post of this sort and then resign when the man who has the consti- 
tutional responsibility to make decisions makes one you don’t like.”®! 

Powell was most poignant of all when he came to Jefferson: “He 
said something along the lines of, ‘I go now to the task that you have 
put before me, in the certain knowledge that I will come out of it 
diminished.’”® 

“Diminished” would prove to be a word that applied to Powell, but 
it would be several years before that became clear. Over time, the mean- 
ing of Powell’s speech deepened to reveal multiple layers of reality 
behind the events leading up to the war. In light of his sterling reputation, 
and what was widely seen as a rigorous vetting of the presentation, it was 
hard to believe that he had knowingly lied or had presented material that 
had not been thoroughly checked. But the lies were there nonetheless. 
There had been a deliberate campaign of disinformation, or black prop- 
aganda, which led the White House, the Pentagon, the State Department, 
and thousands of outlets in the American media to promote the false- 
hood that Saddam Hussein’s WMD program posed a grave risk to the 
United States. Powell had allowed himself to become a key part of it. 

As Wilkerson himself later put it, “My participation in that presen- 
tation at the U.N. constitutes the lowest point in my professional life. 
I participated in a hoax on the American people, the international com- 
munity, and the United Nations Security Council.” 

In the end, far from impeding the neocon takeover, Powell had gone 
so far as to present their case before the entire world and in doing so had 
given their enterprise credibility and a noble human face. In the wake of 
his speech, an astounding 90 percent of the American people now 
believed that Saddam Hussein had a vigorous WMD program that 
posed a grave threat to the United States. 


THE GOOD SOLDIER 289 


Meanwhile, U.N. weapons inspectors frantically continued their work 
in Iraq—finding nothing.” On February 8, the United Nations Team 
Bravo, led by American biological weapons experts, spent three and a 
half hours inspecting Curveball’s former work site and determined 
that Curveball had lied.“ 

At the same time, Jacques Baute, head of the International Atomic 
Energy Agency’s Iraq nuclear verification office, examined electronic 
copies of the Niger documents that had finally been forwarded to the 
IAEA by the United States. Astonishingly, the Bush administration had 
attached a note to the documents. “We cannot confirm these reports 
and have questions regarding some specific claims,” it said.* 

Baute used Google to check a reference in the papers and within min- 
utes discovered the erroneous reference to the Niger’s Constitution. “At 
that point, I completely changed the focus of my search to ‘Are these 
documents real?’ rather than “How can I catch the Iraqis?” Baute told 
the Los Angeles Times.* 

By February 10, more than 100,000 U.S. troops were in the Gulf 
region, including three aircraft carrier groups, with a fourth, the USS 
Theodore Roosevelt, on the way, and a fifth, the USS Kitty Hawk, 
scheduled to be deployed shortly.” Three days later, the U.S. activated 
39,000 more reservists.* 

As war fever built, the big oil companies eagerly eyed the prospects of 
the world’s second largest oil reserves opening up for foreign investment. 
Archie Dunham, chairman of ConocoPhillips, got right to the point. 
“We know where the best reserves are [and] we covet the opportunity to 
get those some day,” he said.” Administration spokesmen and neocon 
pundits asserted that Iraq’s oil riches would make the war a cost- 
effective, even profitable, affair. “Iraq has tremendous resources. .. .” said 
White House press secretary Ari Fleischer. “So there are a variety of 
means that Iraq has to be able to shoulder much of the burden for their 
own reconstruction. ””® Promised neocon columnist Charles Krautham- 
mer on WUSA-TV: “We will have a bonanza, a financial one, at the other 
end, if the war is successful. ”” 

By February 14, after having combed through more than three hun- 
dred sites in Iraq unimpeded for eleven weeks, U.N. inspectors had still 
found nothing,” which only proved, said the neocons, that they were 
dupes. “UN weapons inspectors are being seriously deceived,” declared 
Richard Perle. “It reminds me of the way the Nazis hoodwinked Red 
Cross officials inspecting the concentration camp at Theresienstadt in 
1944.°” 
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The neoconservative moment of glory had finally arrived. Empow- 
ered at last, one after another the neocons fanned out across the media 
and took over the airwaves, intoxicated by the grandiose thrill that 
comes with juggling the fate of nations. As Ledeen had put it, now was 
the time to “destroy [our enemies] to advance our historic mission 
“It may turn out to be a war to remake the world,” he added.” 

“This is total war...” said Richard Perle. “If we just let our vision of 
the world go forth and we embrace it entirely and we don’t try to 
piece together clever diplomacy but just wage a total war, our children 
will sing great songs about us years from now.”” 

Iraq was merely the beginning. To Iran, Syria, Saudi Arabia, 
Lebanon, and the PLO, Perle added, “We could deliver a short message, 
a two-word message: ‘You’re next. ”” John Bolton assured Israeli offi- 
cials that after invading Iraq, the United States would take care of Iran, 
Syria, and North Korea.” 

On February 15, there were international protests against the com- 
ing war, with a million people gathering in Rome, a million in London, 
and millions more in more than six hundred cities around the globe: 
New York; Washington; L.A.; Boston; San Francisco; Chicago; Madi- 
son, Wisconsin; Eugene, Oregon, and many, many more. 

But in the corridors of power in Washington, or, for that matter, in the 
media culture of America, the protesters had little impact. After all, 
this was the first great war for a new generation. In the Gulf War of 1991, 
the United States had pushed back Saddam; in Kosovo, it had fought a 
repressive dictator. But this was different. The United States was invad- 
ing a foreign country in order to topple its leader. American prestige and 
power were on the line. Countless lives were at risk. Hundreds of bil- 
lions, even trillions of dollars. The geostrategic balance of power. 

The chords of patriotism, of romantic nationalism, had been plucked. 
A giddy triumphalism swept the nation. America’s enemies — the perfid- 
ious French! —were denounced as “cheese-eating surrender monkeys.”” 
Right-wing talk-show hosts— Rush Limbaugh, Bill O’Reilly, Sean Han- 
nity, Glenn Beck, and more—had a field day. Liberals were members of 
the Al-Qaeda booster club. To O’Reilly, those who opposed war, such 
as journalist Peter Arnett and actor Sean Penn, were traitors, nothing 
less. “It’s beyond me how anybody can look at these protesters and call 
them anything other than what they are: anti-American, anti-capitalist, 
pro-Marxists and communists,” Rush Limbaugh told his 20 million lis- 
teners: 

In the Vietnam era, independent FM radio had served as a countercul- 
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ture media outlet for disaffected youth to protest the war. But no longer. 
By 2003, Clear Channel Communications owned more than eleven 
hundred radio stations in the United States, and sponsored mass pro-war 
rallies throughout the country. After Natalie Maines, lead singer of the 
Dixie Chicks, criticized Bush, the bestselling band suddenly got no air- 
play. The group was denounced as traitors. Sales plummeted. As for the 
press, the supposedly liberal Washington Post ran more than three times 
as many hawkish op-ed pieces as dovish ones. Its editorials were 100 per- 
cent pro-war.'” 

Unseen in the excitement was a purge in the highest reaches of the 
national security apparatus. Anyone not with the program was pushed 
overboard. Secretary Treasury Paul O’Neill and counterterrorism czar 
Richard Clarke had already gone. Elliott Abrams, who had been pro- 
moted to special assistant to the president and senior director on the 
NSC for Near East and North African Affairs, and through Con- 
doleezza Rice had a direct line into President Bush, consolidated his 
power. Ben Miller, a CIA analyst at the NSC, had dared question 
whether Ahmed Chalabi was fit to succeed Saddam—and was forced out 
immediately. Two other officials, Flynt Leverett and Hillary Mann, 
were out.'® Rand Beers, the National Security Council’s senior director 
for combating terrorism, resigned after feeling that the war on terror was 
being set aside for the war in Iraq.'* Richard N. Haass, director of pol- 
icy planning at the State Department, another moderate from the Bush 
41 era who had been marginalized, was also gone.’* General Anthony 
Zinni, former commander in chief of the U.S. Central Command in the 
Middle East, failed to win reappointment. His sin was to suggest pub- 
licly that the aftermath to the war might be prolonged and problematic." 
There were many others. 

On February 25, General Eric Shinseki told a Senate panel that he 
thought “several hundred thousand” troops would be needed to stabilize 
postwar Iraq— much to the ire of Donald Rumsfeld, who had pushed to 
use as small a force as possible. After dismissing Shinseki’s estimates as 
“far off the mark,”"” Rumsfeld, the Houston Chronicle reported, “took 
the unusual step of announcing that Shinseki would be leaving when his 
term as army chief of staff end[ed].”'* 

Meanwhile, former senator Daniel Patrick Moynihan (D-N.Y.) was at 
home, suffering from complications after an emergency appendectomy. 
A hero of sorts to neocons, who incessantly sought his favor, Moynihan 
had inherited Scoop Jackson staffers Elliott Abrams and Abram Shulsky, 


but had always been a maverick who was not averse to pushing over 
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sacred cows. “The war drums were beating as he was going in and out of 
the hospital,” recalled his daughter Maura. “But he took phone calls all 
the time from Cheney and Rumsfeld.”'” 

To their dismay, Moynihan told them there were far better ways to 
contain Saddam than going to war. “Don’t worry about the war, my 
dear,” Moynihan later told his daughter. “The war will last two weeks. It’s 
the ten-year occupation you have to worry about.”"° 


On March 6, the foreign ministers of France, Germany, and Russia 
issued a joint declaration asserting that in view of “encouraging results” 
that have come out of the renewed U.N. inspections, they could not 
approve of a “resolution that would authorize the use of force.”"" 

In light of the Bush administration’s decision to proceed almost uni- 
laterally, with “a coalition of the willing,” Brent Scowcroft, more of an 
outsider than ever, but still a member of the President’s Foreign Intelli- 
gence Advisory Board, spoke out. “During the campaign [President 
Bush] made some strong statements about putting more stock in [coali- 
tions]. Clearly, that hasn’t happened,” he told the National Journal. 
Ultimately, Scowcroft said, such a doctrine “is fundamentally, fatally 
flawed.... [I]t’s already given us an image of arrogance and unilateral- 
ism, and we’re paying a very high price for that image. If we get to the 
point where everyone secretly hopes the United States gets a black eye 
because we’re so obnoxious, then we'll be totally hamstrung in the war 
on terror. We'll be like Gulliver with the Lilliputians.”"” 

On March 7, the IAEA publicly exposed the Niger documents as for- 
geries. Not long afterward, on Meet the Press, Cheney said they were 
wrong, that they had “consistently underestimated or missed what it was 
Saddam Hussein was doing,” and went even further. He added, “We 
know [Saddam] has been absolutely devoted to trying to acquire nuclear 
weapons. And we believe he has, in fact, reconstituted nuclear 
weapons.” '” 

On March 14, Senator Jay Rockefeller IV, the ranking Democrat on 
the Senate Intelligence Committee, wrote a letter to FBI chief Robert 
Mueller asking for an investigation because “the fabrication of these 
documents may be part of a larger deception campaign aimed at manip- 
ulating public opinion and foreign policy regarding Iraq.”* 

Meanwhile, the Pentagon’s PR juggernaut was humming like a finely 


*Senator Pat Roberts, of Kansas, the Republican chair of the committee and a 
Cheney ally, declined to cosign the letter. 
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tuned machine. Having devised the brilliant strategy of “embedding” 
reporters as part of the dazzling high-tech war machine, it enlisted hun- 
dreds of eager and often overly credulous journalists who had signed on 
for the adventure of a lifetime, not to mention a plum, career-making 
assignment.' While forces massed in the Middle East, reporters raced to 
get credentialed by the Pentagon. As the Columbia Journalism Review 
later pointed out, they could write anything they wanted, just so long as 
they refrained from reporting “about ongoing missions (unless cleared 
to do so by the on-site commander)”; refrained from “reporting on the 
specific results of completed missions, or on future, postponed, or can- 
celed missions”; refrained from “breaking embargoes imposed on stories 
for ‘operational security’ reasons”; refrained from “traveling in their 
own vehicles,” and a few other practices.'® 

On March 11, Bush continued to talk to world leaders about Iraq." 
But hopes for another U.N. Security Council agreement were dissipat- 
ing. The Bush administration stood by its assertion that Saddam had 
violated U.N. Resolution 1441 by refusing to disarm. 

On Meet the Press, on March 16, Cheney asserted that “I really do 
believe that we will be greeted as liberators.” 

The next day, the Department of Homeland Security raised the level 
of risk to orange, or “High,” after telling Americans to stock up on duct 
tape as protection against biological or radiological attacks. Fear was 
everywhere. Knowing the war was about to begin, the U.N. withdrew 
its staff from Irag.” 

That evening, Bush addressed the American people and gave Saddam 
and his family forty-eight hours to get out of Iraq. “Should Saddam 
Hussein choose confrontation,” Bush said, “the American people can 
know that every measure has been taken to avoid war, and every meas- 
ure will be taken to win it.”"* There were about 211,000 military person- 
nel and 1,100 aircraft in position, ready to strike." 

The next day, March 18, a letter went out from Bush to Speaker of the 
House Dennis Hastert and President Pro Tempore of the Senate Ted 
Stevens declaring that having determined that further diplomacy would 
not “adequately protect the national security of the United States,” he 
was acting to take the “the necessary actions against international terror- 
ists and terrorist organizations, including those nations, organizations, or 
persons who planned, authorized, committed, or aided the terrorist 
attacks that occurred on September 11, 2001.”!” 

That morning, Bush’s parents appeared on ABC’s Good Morning 
America. The president had called them the night before, Barbara Bush 
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said, “just to see how we were and tell us he was fine. He was tired, but 
he was wonderful. 

“Pm not sure that we’re any different than any other parents in a lot 
of ways....” she told Diane Sawyer. “It’s very easy for us to be sup- 
portive, totally supportive. But it’s better to stay, you know, stay off the 
Stager 

With his son leading his country into battle, and the entire nation 
cheering him on, George H.W. Bush was hardly in a position to express 
doubts about his son’s policies. “Yeah. That’s the . . . that’s the key 
point,” he chimed in. “What I say is we support the President without 
reseryation: |? 

But Diane Sawyer, well aware of Bush 41’s close friendship with Brent 
Scowcroft, put the latter’s recent remarks about “ad hoc coalitions” on 
the screen. 

Bush senior didn’t take the bait. “I haven’t seen that quotation,” he 
said. “And I'd want to read it and talk to him about it. But I have 
great respect for him. But... I don’t, I don’t obviously agree with what 
youvesust read”? 

On the morning of March 19, 2003, Bush started his workday witha 
7:40 a.m. phone call to British prime minister Tony Blair, his greatest 
ally in the “coalition of the willing.” Later he went down to the Situ- 
ation Room in the White House and, through a secure video link, got 
on line with his field commanders. All of them said they were ready. 
According to Bob Woodward’s Plan of Attack, Bush delivered a brief 
statement: “For the peace of the world and the benefit and freedom of 
the Iraqi people, I hereby give the order to execute Operation Iraqi 
Freedom. May God bless our troops.” 

It was not the first time President Bush had thought of God in rela- 
tion to the Iraq War. Toward the end of his State of the Union address 
seven weeks earlier, he had come up with an unusual formulation. “The 
liberty we prize is not America’s gift to the world,” Bush declared. “It is 
God’s gift to humanity. ”'* That was fundamentally different from ask- 
ing God to bless America, as presidents often do. Bush was asserting that 
in bringing freedom to Iraq, America was doing God’s work, that Amer- 
ica’s path was ordained by God. 

After leaving the Situation Room, Bush went for a walk outside the 
Oval Office. “I prayed as I walked around the circle. I prayed that our 
troops be safe, be protected by the Almighty, that there be minimal loss 
of life.... I was praying for strength to do the Lord’s will. . .. Pm surely 
not going to justify war based upon God. Understand that. Neverthe- 
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less, in my case I pray that I be as good a messenger of His will as pos- 
sible. "7 

Meanwhile, in Iraq, U.S. intelligence intercepted Iraqi communica- 
tions suggesting that Saddam Hussein was staying at a Tigris River 
complex referred to as Dora Farms. Reconnaissance revealed that guards 
and vehicles were hidden in the tree lines around the farm. 

The next day, March 20, U.S. forces fired more than forty Tomahawk 
missiles at Dora Farms, destroying every structure in the compound 
except the main palace." There were just two mistakes. They missed the 
main target. And Saddam wasn’t there. Nevertheless, the war in Trag 


had begun. 
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Season of Mirth 


hile the entire world was transfixed by the dazzling pyrotechnics 
of American military might, one of the most important moments 
of the entire Bush-Cheney administration took place completely unno- 
ticed. On March 25, 2003, in the immediate wake of Operation Shock 
and Awe, when thousands of bombs and missiles had been raining a 
massive firestorm upon the Iraqi leadership, and as the nation held its 
collective breath hoping for the safe return of Jessica Lynch, a spunky 
nineteen-year-old supply clerk*'! who was missing in action,’ President 
Bush quietly signed Executive Order 13292. 
The event was not secret. The White House even issued a press release 
about it, the title of which—“Further Amendment to Executive Order 


*Lynch became famous after being injured, captured, and listed as missing in 
action. Nearly every other aspect of what happened was in dispute. The subject of an 
NEC television movie, Saving Jessica Lynch, she later said that the Pentagon fabricated 
the widely publicized story of her rescue as part of its war propaganda, which the 
BBC later termed “one of the most stunning pieces of news management ever con- 
ceived.” An article in the Washington Post by Susan Schmidt and Vernon Loeb, 
among hundreds of other similar stories, portrayed Lynch as heroically fighting on 
against the Iraqis after being stabbed and “even after she sustained multiple gunshot 
wounds and watched several other soldiers in her unit die.” 

Likewise, a biography of her by Rick Bragg, Z Am a Soldier, Too, says, “The 
records do not tell whether her captors assaulted her almost lifeless, broken body after 
she was lifted from the wreckage, or if they assaulted her and then broke her bones 
into splinters until she was almost dead.” 

In an interview with ABC’s Diane Sawyer, Lynch said, “They used me to symbol- 
ize all this stuff. It’s wrong. I don’t know why they filmed [my rescue] or why they 
say these things. . . . I did not shoot, not a round, nothing. I went down praying to my 
knees. And that’s the last I remember.” She had no memory of being raped. She 
added that she had been well treated as a captive in Iraq, and that while she was in the 
Iraqi hospital one person even sang to her to help her feel at home. 
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12958”* —somehow failed to lure the media away from America’s biggest 
military venture since Vietnam. As a result, not a single major media out- 
let of any kind reported that President George W. Bush had given Cheney 
the same powers as the president to classify and declassify intelligence.* 

But what had just happened was unprecedented. Bush had granted 
Cheney the greatest expansion of powers in the history of the vice pres- 
idency. Since Cheney had scores of loyalists throughout the Pentagon, 
the State Department, and the National Security Council who reported 
to him, in operational terms, he was the man in charge of foreign policy.” 
If Cheney wanted to keep something secret, he could classify it. If he 
wanted to leak information, or disinformation, to the New York Times 
or Washington Post, he could declassify it. Or if he wanted to leak the 
name of an undercover CIA agent, that was fine, too. 

Bush’s executive order also effectively granted a measure of legitimacy 


*Fxecutive Order 13292 is sometimes referred to officially as “Amendment to 
Executive Order 12958.” 

‘There is perhaps no more striking example of the chasm between the so-called 
mainstream media and the work of Internet bloggers than in the coverage of Execu- 
tive Order 13292. In the entire LexisNexis database, with its many thousands of 
publications and broadcast outlets, as of August 2007, there are only twenty-two ref- 
erences to Cheney’s new powers—none of them in the news pages of the New York 
Times, Washington Post, Wall Street Journal, or on ABC, NBC, CBS. By contrast, the 
term Executive Order 13292 appeared on more than twenty thousand websites. 

*Specifically, the key part of the order reads: “Classification Authority. (a) The 
authority to classify information originally may be exercised only by: (1) the President 
and, in the performance of executive duties, the Vice President; (2) agency heads and 
officials designated by the President in the Federal Register. . . .” The complete text can 
be found at the White House website, where it is labeled “Further Amendment to 
Executive Order 12958”; http://www.whitehouse.gov/news/releases/2003/03/ 
20030325-11.html. 

‘Cheney’s new powers first came to light in 2006 during the Valerie Plame Wilson 
CIA-leak case, when Fox News anchor Brit Hume asked Cheney what his aide 
Scooter Libby may have meant when he testified he had been authorized “by his supe- 
riors” to disclose information about the classified National Intelligence Estimate to 
members of the press. “Is it your view that a Vice President has the authority to 
declassify information?” Hume asked. 

“There is an executive order to that effect,” Cheney said. 

“Phere ise 

a 

“Have you done it?” 

“Well, I’ve certainly advocated declassification and participated in declassification 
decisions. [h@txecutive order... * 

“You ever done it unilaterally?” 

“I don’t want to get into that.” 
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to Cheney’s previous machinations with the national security apparatus, 
and in doing so it consolidated the totality of his victories. What in fact 
had taken place might be called, for want of a better term, “an executive 
coup,” a highly unusual but not unprecedented act of state in which a 
ruling executive, in this case Cheney, seizes extraordinary powers from 
within the government. Because the executive branch of government is 
charged with running the day-to-day affairs of the state, the phrase is 
indeed paradoxical. But in America’s constitutional democracy, the 
executive branch is restricted by checks and balances designed to divide 
power among competing branches of government through mechanisms 
such as congressional oversight and judicial restraints, thereby protect- 
ing the electorate from tyranny. 

By this time, however, a number of components of the complex sys- 
tem of checks and balances that held executive power in restraint had 
been rendered inoperative. Peer review procedures had been disabled; 
congressional oversight eliminated; veteran Middle East intelligence 
analysts barred from crucial meetings;> the National Intelligence Esti- 
mate subverted. The entire national security apparatus had effectively 
been disabled and replaced by a parallel national security apparatus that 
created a disinformation pipeline, which expressed the wished-for real- 
ity of Cheney, Rumsfeld, and the neocons. 

“Tt was a stealth organization,” said former State Department analyst 
Greg Thielmann.° “They didn’t play in the intelligence community pro- 
ceedings that our office participated in. When the intelligence commu- 
nity met as an intelligence community, there was no OSP [Office of 
Special Plans, the unit in the Pentagon that “cherry-picked” intelligence 
for Cheney] represented in these sessions. Because then, if [the OSP] did 
that, they would have had to subject their views to peer review and they 
didn’t want to do that. Why do that when you can send stuff right in to 
the Vice-President?” 

“We used to say about both [Rumsfeld’s office] and the vice presi- 
dent’s office that they were going to win nine out of ten battles, because 
they are ruthless, because they have a strategy, and because they never, 
ever deviate from that strategy,” said Larry Wilkerson. “They make a 
decision, and they make it in secret, and they make it in a different way 
than the rest of the bureaucracy makes it, and then suddenly foist it on 
the government—and the rest of the government is all confused.”’ 

“When I say ‘secret cabal,’ I mean ‘secret cabal,’” said Wilkerson, 
comparing Cheney, Rumsfeld, and the neocons to the Jacobins, the rad- 
ical zealots of the French Revolution who produced the Reign of Terror 
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of Jean-Paul Marat and Robespierre.* “I see them as messianic advocates 
of American power from one end of the globe to the other, much as the 
Jacobins in France were messianic advocates of the French revolution,” 
he said. “I don’t care whether utopians are Vladimir Lenin on a sealed 
train to Moscow or Paul Wolfowitz. You’re never going to bring utopia, 
and you’re going to hurt a lot of people in the process.”® 

In addition to having seized control of America’s national security 
apparatus, the administration had, thanks to David Addington and 
Cheney’s legal team, also won vastly expanded powers for the executive 
branch that had enormous implications both domestically and in terms of 
the conduct of the wars in Afghanistan and now Iraq. “[Addington] 
believes that in time of war, there is total authority for the president to 
waive any rules to carry out his objectives,” Congresswoman Jane Har- 
man, the intelligence committee’s ranking Democrat, told David Ignatius 
of the Washington Post.’ “Those views have extremely dangerous impli- 
cations.” 

Acting according to a “war paradigm,” Cheney’s legal team had 
secretly instituted a warrantless surveillance program through the 
National Security Agency. It had set up a detainment camp in Guanta- 
namo Bay Naval Base for “enemy combatants,” who it said were not 
entitled to the protections of the Geneva Conventions, which set the 
widely accepted standards for the humanitarian treatment of prisoners of 
war. And, according to an August 2002 memo written by Justice Depart- 
ment official John Yoo, based on the radical notion of “the unitary 
executive,” the president’s policies on torture, like his policies on 
detainees and domestic surveillance, could be made by the president 
alone, unencumbered by such hindrances as the Geneva Conventions, 
Congress, or other government agencies." 


*W/ilkerson’s remarks were an apparent reference to the work of Claes Ryn, a pro- 
fessor at Catholic University of America, who christened the neoconservatives “The 
New Jacobins” in The Ideology of American Empire. 

*A 2005 debate between John Yoo and Notre Dame law professor Doug Cassel 
gives a sense of how broadly Yoo defined the president’s powers: 


CASSEL: If the President deems that he’s got to torture somebody, including by 
crushing the testicles of the person’s child, there is no law that can stop him? 

Yoo: No treaty. 

CASSEL: Also no law by Congress. That is what you wrote in the August 2002 
memo. 

Yoo: I think it depends on why the President thinks he needs to do that. 
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The unitary executive. Torture. Warrantless surveillance. The seizure 
of the national security apparatus. And now a brand-new war, designed 
by the neocons to be the first of many that would result in the making of 
the entire Middle East, a reconfiguration of the geostrategic balance of 
power that would ensure American supremacy for decades to come. 

Patrick Lang, the former DIA defense intelligence officer for the 
Middle East, South Asia, and Counterterrorism, and the Agency’s first 
director of HUMINT, asserted that what had happened was fundamen- 
tally different from anything that had gone on in previous administra- 
tions." “[Cheney’s men] behaved as though they had seized control of 
the government in a ‘silent coup,’” he wrote in “Drinking the Kool- 
Aid,” an article that appeared in Middle East Policy. The result, he 
added, was “a highly corrupted system of intelligence and policymak- 
ing, one twisted to serve specific group goals, ends and beliefs held to 
the point of religious faith.”” 


At the time, however, few people in America were aware of the extraor- 
dinary accumulation of power in the executive branch and almost 
everyone believed that Saddam had WMDs and posed a real threat. 
Seven out of ten Americans even blamed him for the atrocities of 9/11." 
And the stated reasons for the war struck responsive chords among the 
vast majority of Americans. A Gallup/USA Today poll showed that 73 
percent believed going to war “was worth it.” Eighty-four percent 
were “very” or “somewhat” confident the United States would find 
weapons of mass destruction. To everyone, Saddam was indeed a bru- 
tal dictator, and the notion of freeing the Iraqi people appealed to 
America’s best humanitarian impulses. Moreover, many Americans, 
loathe to differentiate between the various Arab peoples, felt the United 
States was doling out a well-deserved dose of bloody retribution to its 
Arab foes, taking the battle to them so the U.S. would not have to fight 
Islamist terrorists on American soil. To neocons and Christian evangel- 
icals, it was America’s mission—or God’s—to spread democracy 
throughout the world, and at last that mission was being served. 


In addition, initially the war appeared to be going well. It was thrilling. 
There was the military’s death-defying race to Baghdad, marred only by 
outbreaks of unexpected resistance, and then the heroic taking of Bagh- 
dad. For a generation of Americans accustomed to movies and television, 
the war was one exciting real-life narrative spectacle after another. 
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Not that it was free of mishaps. In early April, coalition forces* 
killed a journalist when they fired on al-Jazeera’s office,’ and then hit the 
Palestine Hotel, killing two more.'* Looting was rampant.'” Mortars, 
bombs, rocket-propelled grenades (RPGs), and tons of ammunition 
lined the streets. Seventeen ministries were destroyed. Thousands of 
archaeological pieces were stolen from Baghdad’s National Museum of 
Antiquities." Baghdad’s National Library went up in flames. The Bagh- 
dad zoo was looted, its animals stolen. 

Then, on April 9, 2003, a huge statue of Saddam Hussein in Baghdad’s 
al-Fardus Square was toppled, with dozens of people stamping on the 
fallen figure, shouting “Death to Saddam!”#” The symbolism of the 
moment played well on the TV screens of America, and seemed to 
augur a rapid conquest. As April wore on, U.S. troops captured one after 
another of the top fifty-five most wanted men in Iraq, villains whose 
names and photos were famously printed on the “personality identifica- 
tion playing cards” produced by the military. By April 11 the battle had 
shifted north. Mosul was on the verge of collapsing.” With the help of 
the Kurds, Kirkuk fell without a shot. The nearby oil fields were secure. 
There were scenes of genuine jubilation and joy. Saddam had fled, a 
hunted fugitive, a man without a country. 

Now was the neocons’ moment in the sun—more than that, their sea- 


*The initial invasion force consisted of 250,000 American troops, 45,000 from the 
United Kingdom, and small numbers of troops from Poland, Australia, and Denmark. 
Over time, 33 other countries contributed troops ranging from Italy and Spain, with 
peaks of 3,200 and 1,300 troops, respectively, to Iceland with 2. In August 2007, 
Coalition forces consisted of 168,786 regular American troops and 182,000 private 
military contractors. The United Kingdom’s forces had drawn down to 5,500 by 


May 2007. 
‘Of the looting, Donald Rumsfeld famously said, “Think what’s happened in our 
cities when we’ve had riots, and problems, and looting. Stuff happens! . . . Freedom’s 


untidy.” But, according to Mother Jones, a later Coalition Provisional Authority 
estimate put at $12 billion the cost of the looting that went uncontrolled as U.S. troops 
sat at the Baghdad airport. The New Yorker’s George Packer added that the looting 
canceled out the “projected revenues of Iraq for the first year after the war. The gut- 
ted buildings, the lost equipment, the destroyed records, the damaged infrastructure, 
would continue to haunt almost every aspect of the reconstruction.” 

*Even this historic photo appears to have been a staged media event. The widely 
distributed photos were tightly cropped to show what appeared to be a large crowd of 
jubilant Iraqis. But long-distance shots show that the vast square was almost empty. 
Moreover, in the documentary movie Control Room, al-Jazeera producer Samir 
Khader comments, “[The Americans] brought with them some people — supposedly 
Iraqis cheering. These people were not Iraqis. I lived in Iraq, I was born there, I was 
raised there. Pean recognize anilraqi accent...” 
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son of mirth. It was time to celebrate—and gloat. Bush’s approval rating 
soared to 77 percent, according to an ABC News/Washington Post 
poll, his highest rating since 9/11.” The media lionized the deputy sec- 
retary of detense as “Woltowitz of Arabia.” Richard Perle “took a vic- 
tory lap” at the American Enterprise Institute.” The Weekly Standard’s 
Stephen Schwartz derided liberal critics who had foolishly prophesized 
that the war would “result in Iraq’s being torn apart, as Shias, Sunnis, 
and Kurds fight each other tor power.”” Likewise, after paying homage 
to Wolfowitz, Libby, and Cheney, The Standard’s David Brooks 
expressed dismay at liberals who had criticized the war. “I suspect [war 
opponents] will not even now admit their errors... .” he wrote.“[They] 
may perhaps grow more bitter, lost in the cul-de-sac of their own alien- 
amon.” 

On April 10, neocon Kenneth Adelman, the tormer director of the 
U.S. Arms Control & Disarmament Agency who had famously written 
that “liberating Iraq would be a cakewalk,”* and had been chided for it 
when U.S. troops briefly encountered unexpected resistance, figured it 
was time to celebrate and said so in a Washington Post column, taking 
aim at neocon critics along the way. “Taking first prize among the many 
frightful forecasters was the respected former national security adviser 
Brent Scowcroft,” he wrote.” 

No one got a bigger kick out of Adelman’s column than Dick 
Cheney, who immediately phoned and invited him and his wife to a 
small dinner party to celebrate, as Bob Woodward reported in Plan of 
Attack. The only other guests would be Scooter Libby and Paul Wolf- 
onata” 

When Adelman arrived, he was so happy he broke into tears and 
hugged Cheney. They reminisced briefly abut the 1991 Gulf War, then 
Adelman interrupted, “Hold it! Hold it! Let’s talk about this Gulf War. 
It’s so wonderful to celebrate. . . . Paul and Scooter, you give advice 
inside and the president listens. Dick, your advice is the most important, 
the Cadillac.” The war, Adelman said, had been awesome. “So I just 
want to make a toast without getting too cheesy. To the president of the 
United States r% 

As it happened, the neocons’ allies on the Christian Right were 
equally thrilled. No fewer than 87 percent of all white evangelical Chris- 
tians in the United States supported the president’s decision in April 
2003.” Both Franklin Graham, the son of Billy Graham, and Marvin 
Olasky, Bush’s adviser on faith-based policy, asserted that the American 
invasion created exciting new prospects for converting Muslims to 
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Christianity. And for Left Behind prophet Tim LaHaye, the stakes were 
even higher. Iraq was “a focal point of end-time events,” he said. Its spe- 
cial role in the End of Days would become clear only with time. 


About two weeks after Cheney’s party, on May 1, 2003, came Bush’s big 
moment. At the time, his critics were carping that no WMDs had been 
found in Iraq and that Shiite clerics were fomenting trouble. But as 
Karl Rove saw it, Bush was now a war hero, and with the 2004 election 
coming up, it was time to exploit the war’s popularity to the hilt. “The 
big event is over,” said Michael O’Hanlon, a military specialist at the 
Brookings Institution.” “Why not take a victory lap, and what politico 
would advise against it?” 

Now Bush had his chance to star in the White House’s version of the 
big show. As Frank Rich of the New York Times noted in The Greatest 
Story Ever Sold: The Decline and Fall of Truth, it was a double feature of 
sorts, opening with George W. Bush in a pilot’s suit à la Tom Cruise in 
Top Gun, complete with parachute, as a copilot of a navy jet—specially 
renamed for the occasion, Navy One, and painted with the legend 
GEORGE W. BUSH, COMMANDER IN CHIEF—landing on the USS Abraham 
Lincoln off the coast of southern Galifornia” 

Even though the carrier was just thirty-nine miles from San Diego, 
Bush, instead of taking a helicopter, opted for the heroic spectacle of a 
fighter jet making a dramatic tail-hook landing on the carrier.” Only 
after the fact was it revealed that the Abraham Lincoln was so close to 
land that its navigators had to position the ship precisely to make sure 
that views of the shoreline did not mar images of Bush at sea. The 
president returned the short distance to land via helicopter.” 

Emerging from the cockpit in a flight suit as the conquering hero, 
Bush tucked his helmet under his arm and greeted the crew. “Yes, I flew 
it!” Bush shouted.* “Of course I liked it!” As absurd as it might be that 
the president would actually land a jet on an aircraft carrier, an extremely 
difficult and dangerous task, the press, for the most part, embraced the 
heroic imagery. He was bringing his “daring mission to a manly end,” 
said the Detroit Free Press.” And the Washington Post’s David Broder, 
proverbial dean of the White House press corps, told his fellow panelists 
on Meet the Press that the “president has learned to move in a way that 
just conveys a great sense of authority and command.”* 

Three hours after the landing, Bush emerged in a business suit. The 
time was dusk, also known as the magic hour” to Hollywood cine- 
matographers because of the special glow low light from the horizon 
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casts upon its subjects. Scott Sforza, a former ABC producer” who was 
working with the White House, had boarded the carrier several days 
earlier to attend to key production values and made sure that a banner 
reading MISSION ACCOMPLISHED would be stretched high above the 
president’s head as he gave his historic address.” “Officers and sailors of 
the USS Abraham Lincoln, my fellow Americans, major combat oper- 
ations have ended,” Bush announced. “In the Battle of Iraq, the United 
States and our allies have prevailed.”*”° 

The neocons joined in the celebration. “This was a war worth fight- 
ing,” Richard Perle wrote ina USA Today article that day titled “Relax, 
Celebrate Victory.” “It ended quickly with few civilian casualties and 
with little damage to Iraq’s cities, towns or infrastructure. It ended with- 
out the Arab world rising up against us, as the war’s critics feared, with- 
out the quagmire they predicted, without the heavy losses in 
house-to-house fighting they warned us to expect.”"! 


In reality, the war had just begun. Initially, the administration had planned 
for American troops to leave Iraq shortly after deposing Saddam. “The 
idea was we’d go in, get rid of Saddam; the government could function 
with new direction coming from the top; the economy would be revital- 
ized by oil revenue,” said Anthony Cordesman of the Center for Strate- 
gic and International Studies, in an interview on PBS’s Frontline. “There 
would not be major ethnic or sectarian struggles; there wouldn’t be any 
resistance or resurgence of pro-Saddam movements.” ” 

But there was an insurgency —and the administration had no plans for 
stopping it. One reason they were not prepared was because the neocons 
had little genuine understanding of Iraq’s history and culture. “In all the 
literature they’ve written about Iraq, you will not see anything by them 
that has anything about the nature of Iraqi society,” said a State Depart- 
ment official. “It was as if that stuff did not exist. Likewise, they did not 
think about Iraq in the context of the region. They viewed those things 
as distractions from their larger objectives. That is what was so frustrat- 
ing to [Brent] Scowcroft and others who spent a lifetime developing 


*Later the White House tried to blame the prematurely celebratory banner on the 
military. But, Bob Woodward reported, in State of Denial, the two offending words— 
“mission accomplished” — had actually been in Bush’s speech until Donald Rumsfeld 
insisted they be deleted. “I took ‘Mission Accomplished’ out,” said Rumsfeld. “I was 
in Baghdad and I was given a draft of that thing and I just died. And I said, it’s too 
inclusive. ... They fixed the speech but not the sign.” 
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knowledge and expertise to examine the unintended consequences of 
various policies.” 

In fact, even as Bush gave his “Mission Accomplished” speech, loot- 
ing swept across Iraq. To make matters worse, the United States had dis- 
banded the Iraqi police and military, more than half a million strong, and 
many were still armed. Further, the U.S. had alienated the Sunnis by ban- 
ning anyone affiliated with Saddam Hussein’s Ba’athist Party from par- 
ticipating in the government.“ It was a recipe for chaos, fear, random 
murder, and the rise of local strongmen and warlords. Throughout the 
summer of 2003, Washington dismissed the bombings, assassinations, 
and lootings as the work of a few dead-enders, while the insurgency 
grew. In August, the U.N.’s headquarters in Baghdad was destroyed by 
a huge truck bomb. Seventeen were killed when the Jordanian embassy 
was blown up, and riots shook the city of Basra.” 


Meanwhile, officials at the highest levels of the administration were 
frantically trying to figure out what had happened to Saddam’s WMDs. 
Now that combat operations in Irag had ostensibly ended and weapons 
inspectors were finally coming back from the field with definitive 
reports, George Tenet called Colin Powell with some bad news. “I’m 
really sorry to have to tell you,” Tenet told the secretary of state. “We 
don’t believe there were any mobile labs for making biological weapons.” 

According to Wilkerson, this was the third or fourth time Tenet 
had called Powell with such a message;* virtually every important alle- 
gation Colin Powell made about Saddam’s WMDs was turning out to 
have been wrong. Powell had held up a small vial filled with white pow- 
der at the U.N. But Saddam had no active program to manufacture 
anthrax. The last known batch had been produced in 1991, and its 
shelf life had long since expired. 

Powell had also said that Iraq had repeatedly tried to acquire alu- 
minum tubes that “can be adapted for centrifuge use” in a nuclear 
weapons program.” These assertions were false as well. 

For Tenet, the calls to Powell were not easy. “George recognized that 
not only was he, George, out front on this issue... but the CIA and the 
intelligence community was going to be called to task if it didn’t pan 
out,” said John Brennan, who served as Tenet’s chief of staff before 
becoming deputy executive director of the CIA.” 

“It’s fair to say the secretary and Mr. Tenet, at that point, ceased being 
close,” said Wilkerson. “I mean, you can be sincere and you can be hon- 
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est and you can believe what you’re telling the secretary. But three or 
four times on substantive issues like that?” 


At the same time, the ongoing chaos in Iraq notwithstanding, the neo- 
cons, intoxicated with the prospect of implementing their grand design 
for the Middle East, dreamed about moving on to the ultimate prize that 
had been in their sights for more than a decade: the Islamic Republic of 
Iran. With a population of roughly 70 million people—triple Iraq’s — 
Iran, with an area bigger than the United Kingdom, Spain, France, and 
Germany combined, was the eight-hundred-pound gorilla in the Middle 
East. Iran had the second largest natural gas reserves in the world and the 
third largest oil reserves, making it a grand prize on the global chess- 
board in which great powers vied for vital strategic resources. In the 
aftermath of its Islamic revolution in 1979, Iran had been the bane of 
Israel’s existence because of its support of Hamas and Hezbollah, both 
of which consisted of militant, anti-Israeli Islamists.* In terms of the bal- 
ance of power in the volatile Middle East, Iran vied with Saudi Arabia 
for dominance of the region. In addition, Iraq had long been a counter- 
weight to Iran, so Saddam’s fall raised the inevitable question of what 
would happen to Iran now that he was gone. 

It was Iran’s support of Hamas and Hezbollah that made the Islamic 
Republic of vital concern to Israel and the neocons. High-level Israelis 
had repeatedly made it clear to the Bush administration that taking on 
Iran was their highest priority. “If you look at President Bush’s ‘axis of 
evil’ list, all of us said North Korea and Iran are more urgent,” said for- 
mer Mossad director of intelligence Uzi Arad, who served as Benjamin 
Netanyahu’s foreign policy adviser.” “Iraq was already semi-controlled 
because there were [U.N.-imposed economic] sanctions. It was out- 
lawed. Sometimes the answer [from the neocons] was ‘Let’s do first 
things first. Once we do Iraq, we’ll have a military presence in Iraq, 


*Hamas, which is an acronym for “Islamic Resistance Movement,” is a militant 
Palestinian Sunni organization that was elected as the government of the Palestinian 
people in January 2006, but was ousted by rival Fatah after using force to take over the 
Gaza Strip. Because of its frequent use of suicide bombings and other violent tactics, 
it is widely considered a terrorist organization. Hezbollah, which means Party of God, 
is a radical Shrite Islamist political and paramilitary group based in Lebanon with 
widespread political support in Lebanon. The United States and the United Kingdom 
regard Hezbollah as a terrorist organization, but most people in the Arab world and 
in the Muslim world regard it as a legitimate resistance group. 
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which would enable us to handle the Iranians from closer quarters, 
would give us more leverage” rise 

“It’s time to bring down the other terror masters,” wrote Michael 
Ledeen just after the Iraq invasion. He added that “The Iranian, Syrian, 
and Saudi tyrants know that if we win a quick victory in Iraq and then 
establish a free government in Baghdad, their doom is sealed.”* 

Meanwhile, the invasion of Iraq appeared to have had a real impact on 
Tehran and the Iranian leadership. Shortly afterward, when U.S. success 
in Iraq seemed assured, Iran came to fear that it would be next in Amer- 
ica’s crosshairs. To stave off that possibility, Iran’s leadership, including 
Supreme Leader Ayatollah Ali Khamenei, began to assemble a negotiat- 
ing package. Suddenly, everything was on the table—Iran’s nuclear pro- 
gram, Iran’s policy toward Israel, its support of Hamas and Hezbollah, 
and control over Al-Qaeda operatives captured since the United States 
went to war in Afghanistan. 

This comprehensive proposal, which diplomats referred to as “the 
grand bargain,” was sent to Washington on May 2, 2003, just before a 
meeting in Geneva between Iran’s U.N. ambassador, Javad Zarif, and 
Zalmay Khalilzad, then a senior director at the National Security Coun- 
cil.” According to a report by Gareth Porter in the American Prospect, 
Iran offered to take “decisive action against any terrorists (above all, al- 
Qaeda) in Iranian territory.” In exchange, Iran wanted the U.S. to pur- 
sue “anti-Iranian terrorists” —such as the Mujahideen e-Khalq, or 
MER Specifically, Iran offered to share the names of senior Al-Qaeda 
operatives in its custody in return for the names of MEK cadres captured 
by the United States in Iraq. 

Well aware that the United States was concerned about its nuclear 
program, Iran proclaimed its right to “full access to peaceful nuclear 
technology,” but offered to submit to much stricter inspections by the 
International Atomic Energy Agency (IAEA).*On the subject of Israel, 
Iran offered to join with moderate Arab regimes such as Egypt and 
Jordan in accepting the 2002 Arab League Beirut declaration calling for 
peace with Israel in return for Israel’s withdrawal to its pre-1967 borders. 


*To make absolutely certain the White House understood Israel’s priorities, in Feb- 
ruary 2002, Israeli prime minister Ariel Sharon and defense minister Benjamin Ben- 
Eliezer visited Washington to make the case to President Bush that Iran was a much 
greater threat than Saddam Hussein. “Today, everybody is busy with Iraq,” Ben- 
Eliezer said. “Iraq is a problem... But you should understand, if you ask me, today 
Iran is more dangerous than Iraq.” 

*Khalilzad went on to become the U.S. ambassador to Iraq and later to the U.N. 
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The negotiating package also included proposals to normalize Hezbol- 
lah into a mere “political organization within Lebanon,” to bring about 
a “stop of any material support to Palestinian opposition groups 
(Hamas, Jihad, etc.) from Iranian territory,” and to apply “pressure on 
these organizations to stop violent actions against civilians within bor- 
ders of 1967.” 

To be sure, Iran’s proposal was only a first step. There were countless 
unanswered questions, and many reasons not to trust the Islamic Repub- 
lic. But given the initiative’s historic scope, it was striking that the Bush 
administration simply declined to respond. There was not even an inter- 
agency meeting to discuss the proposal. “The State Department knew it 
had no chance at the interagency level of arguing the case for it success- 
fully,” former NSC staffer Flynt Leverett told the American Prospect. 
“They weren’t going to waste [Colin] Powell’s rapidly diminishing cap- 
ital on something that unlikely.” 

Iran had sent its initiative through an intermediary, Tim Guldimann, 
the Swiss ambassador to Iran. A few days later, Leverett said, the White 
House had the State Department send Guldimann a message. “Were 
not interested in any grand bargain,” said Under Secretary of State for 
Arms Control and International Security John Bolton, who later 
became interim ambassador to the U.N. 

The grand bargain was dead. Flush with a false sense of victory, Bush, 
Cheney, and Rumsfeld felt no need to negotiate with the enormous oil- 
rich country that shared a border with the country America had just 
invaded. 


By the spring of 2003, with America’s 2004 presidential election more 
than a year away, observant citizens began to see a footrace between 
two competing realities, a day-by-day battle for control of the national 
narrative. On the one hand, the Bush administration’s proposition was 
being tested using America’s blood and treasure. Would democracy take 
hold in Iraq, as advertised, then sweep through the Middle East? Would 
the terrorists be hunted down and killed, as promised? 

Or, as the United States suffered one setback after another in Iraq, 
were the contradictions and fallacies in the neoconservative argument 
emerging, and Iraq’s deeper historic and political realities rising up 
through the layers of ideological and theological fog? Would the 
Democrats challenge Bush, Cheney, and the neocons over the decision 
to go to war? 

Meanwhile, information describing the discredited intelligence reports 
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about the aluminum tubes, Curveball, and the mobile weapons labs 
began to surface, each story eroding the rationale for war served so con- 
vincingly to the American people. On May 6, without mentioning former 
ambassador Joseph Wilson by name, New York Times columnist 
Nicholas Kristof published the first account of Wilson’s trip to Africa. 
“Pm told by a person involved in the Niger caper that more than a year 
ago the vice president’s office asked for an investigation of the uranium 
deal, so a former U.S. ambassador to Africa was dispatched to Niger,” he 
wrote. “In February 2002, according to someone present at the meetings, 
that envoy reported to the C.I.A. and State Department that the informa- 
tion was unequivocally wrong and that the documents had been forged.”” 

Now the secret was out with regard to the Niger documents. Not 
only had the IAEA determined they were forgeries, but it was clear that 
the administration knew the Niger deal was phony even before Bush 
cited them in his State of the Union address. 

With the election season starting to heat up, the Democrats could have 
a field day if everything unraveled. But the Bush-Cheney administration 
struck back fast and hard, leaking information they thought would pro- 
tect them on the Niger question. In mid-June, Deputy Secretary of 
State Richard Armitage told Bob Woodward that Wilson’s wife worked 
for the CIA on weapons of mass destruction.” At the time, Woodward 
did not write a story about the revelation. But, apparently for the first 
time, an administration official had revealed the identity of Valerie 
Plame Wilson, an undercover CIA agent. 

On June 23, Scooter Libby told Times reporter Judith Miller that Wil- 
son’s wife had something to do with the CIA.” But nothing came of that 
either. Then, in late June, conservative syndicated columnist Bob Novak 
got word that Deputy Secretary of State Richard Armitage, whom 
Novak had been trying to get an appointment with for some time, had 
finally agreed to see him. They set up a meeting for just after the July 4 
holiday.” 

But on July 6, 2003, before Armitage and Novak met, Joe Wilson 
published his now famous op-ed piece in the New York Times, “What 
I Didn’t Find in Africa.” “Based on my experience with the administra- 
tion in the months leading up to the war, I have little choice but to con- 
clude that some of the intelligence related to Iraq’s nuclear weapons 
program was twisted to exaggerate the Iraqi threat,” Wilson wrote. 
After spending eight days with dozens of people associated with the 
country’s uranium business, “It did not take long to conclude that it was 
highly doubtful that any such transaction had ever taken place.”" 
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When evaluating Wilson’s role in the political firestorm that resulted 
from his piece, it is crucial to remember that he was a veteran dipiomat 
who had served in the administration of Bush 41 and ended up as deputy 
chief of mission at the U.S. embassy in Baghdad between 1988 and 
1991. In the wake of Iraq’s 1990 invasion of Kuwait, Wilson was the last 
American diplomat to meet with Saddam Hussein. As tensions built 
between the United States and Iraq, he had been housing some sixty 
Americans at the ambassador’s residence when he received a threatening 
note saying that anyone who harbored foreigners would be executed. In 
response, Wilson staged a press conference at which he wore a noose 
around his neck. “If the choice is to allow American citizens to be taken 
hostage or to be executed, I will bring my own fucking rope,” he said.” 
Wilson, it was clear, was tough enough to stand up to Saddam Hussein 
personally, a point rarely recalled in subsequent descriptions of him. 

President George H.W. Bush was so impressed with the way Wilson 
handled himself that he cabled him after one of his appearances. “I 
recently saw you on CNN saying what you thought of Saddam’; latest 
attempt to derive political gain out of understandable concern for the 
hostages,” Bush wrote. “I could not have said it better. ... What you are 
doing day in and day out under the most trying conditions is truly 
inspiring. Keep fighting the good fight; you and your stalwart col- 
leagues are always in our thoughts and prayers.”® 

As the administration marched to war in late 2002, Wilson continued 
to stay in touch with both Brent Scowcroft and Bush 41. But now, in the 
Times, Wilson was telling the country, for the first time, that the admin- 
istration of Bush 43 was using phony intelligence to lead the country 
Into war. 

Wilson’s story was big news. Within hours, the Bush administration 
came under fire as never before. President Bush, Colin Powell, Con- 
doleezza Rice all were questioned or criticized over the Niger yellow- 
cake deal. 

To orchestrate damage control and cast off doubt of Wilson’s find- 
ings, Karl Rove went into action. On July 11, he spoke to Matt Cooper, 
a reporter at Tıme. According to Cooper’s e-mail notes about the con- 
versation as later reported by Newsweek, Rove had said it was Wilson’s 
wife “who apparently works at the agency on wmd issues who author- 
ized the trip . . . not only [sic] the genesis of the trip is flawed an[d] sus- 
pect but so is the report. he [Rove] implied strongly there’s still plenty 
to implicate iraqi interest in acquiring uranium fro[m] Niger... .”* 

The entire conversation was on background, but the White House 
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was getting its message across: something about Joe Wilson’s trip was 
suspect. And a White House press corps that relied heavily on access to 
high-level administration officials was listening intently and was hold- 
ing its fire. 


Fortunately for the Bush administration, Cheney also had friends in 
Congress. On July 11, 2003, the same day that Rove spoke to Matt 
Cooper, Senator Pat Roberts, chairman of the Senate Select Committee 
on Intelligence and a Cheney ally, faced with public pressure to investi- 
gate the Niger forgeries, issued a statement defending the White House 
and blaming the CIA. “So far, I am very disturbed by what appears to be 
extremely sloppy handling of the issue from the outset by the CIA,” he 
said. “What now concerns me most, however, is what appears to be a 
campaign of press leaks by the CIA in an effort to discredit the Presi- 
dent.”** The vast majority of Americans, of course, were unfamiliar 
with the arcanae of the Niger forgeries. Tens of millions of people now 
read about CIA intelligence failures—which was very different than 
learning about the administration’s use of forgeries to lead the nation to 
war. 

Slowly, a counternarrative emerged in opposition to the official 
version put forth by the White House. But by and large, it was con- 
fined to outlets such as The Daily Show with Jon Stewart, HBO’s 
Real Time with Bill Maher, MSNBC’s Countdown with Keith Olber- 
mann, and hundreds of liberal blogs that sprang up on the Internet. 
For the most part, however, as the battle to control the narrative was 
played out in the media, the Washington press corps continued to 
promote the Bush administration’s narrative—and on occasion, did 
special favors for them. Columnist Bob Novak was a case in point. 
Karl Rove confirmed Valerie Plame Wilson’s connection to the CIA for 
Novak,“ and eight days after Wilson’s column appeared, on July 14, 
Novak wrote, “Wilson never worked for the CIA, but his wife, Valerie 
Plame, is an Agency operative on weapons of mass destruction. Two 
senior administration officials told me Wilson’s wife suggested sending 


*Under Roberts’s aegis, the Senate Intelligence Committee that investigated the 
Niger affair issued a report that came to some extraordinary conclusions. “At the time 
the President delivered the State of the Union address, no one in the IC [intelligence 
community] had asked anyone in the White House to remove the sentence from the 
speech,” read the report. It added that “CIA Iraq nuclear analysts told Committee 
staff that at the time of the State of the Union, they still believed that Iraq was prob- 
ably seeking uranium from Africa.” 
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him to Niger to investigate the Italian report. The CIA says its 
counter-proliferation officials selected Wilson and asked his wife to 
contact him.”®” 

The implication from the administration was that the CIA’s selection 
of Wilson to go to Niger was somehow tainted because his wife was at 
the CIA. But, more important, the administration had put out a message 
to any and all potential whistle-blowers: if you dare speak out, we will 
strike back. To that end, the cover of Valerie Plame Wilson, a CIA oper- 
ative specializing in WMDs, had been blown by a White House that was 
supposedly orchestrating a worldwide war against terror. 


Meanwhile, the news from Iraq got worse. The insurgency grew. In 
December 2003, Saddam Hussein was captured, but that did not change 
the fundamental realities. Sectarian violence increased. There were 
snipers. Assassinations. Car bombings. The expected oil bonanza failed 
to materialize. Casualties mounted, but the administration refused to 
allow photos of coffins to be shown. As George Packer reported in The 
New Yorker, the neocon scenario had envisioned handing off the respon- 
sibility of managing Iraq to Ahmed Chalabi and other pro-West exiles, 
without the United States having to commit more troops or money. 
“There was a desire by some in the Vice-President’s office and the Pen- 
tagon to cut and run from Iraq and leave it up to Chalabi to run it,” said 
one senior administration official. “The idea was to put our guy in there 
and he was going to be so compliant that he’d recognize Israel and all the 
problems in the Middle East would be solved. He would be our man in 
Baghdad. Everything would be hunky-dory. . . . It isn’t pragmatism, it 
isn’t Realpolitik, it isn’t conservatism, it isn’t liberalism. It’s theology.”® 

But in June, U.S. intelligence officials told the New York Times that 
Chalabi had given American state secrets to Iran, including news that 
“the United States had broken the secret communications code of Iran’s 
intelligence service,” thereby destroying Washington’s most valuable 
source of information about Iran.” Chalabi consistently denied having 
given any intelligence to Iran, maintaining that the allegations were a 
CIA smear. Regardless of the truth of the allegations, within Iraq, Cha- 
labi was widely seen as a stooge of the United States. According to a 
February 2004 survey of nearly three thousand Iraqis, only .2 percent of 
respondents saw Chalabi as Iraq’s most trustworthy leader. The Chalabi 
option had vaporized. 

As the war continued, hundreds of millions of dollars’ worth of fed- 
eral contracts in Iraq were awarded without competitive bidding, includ- 
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ing $425 million to Halliburton, Dick Cheney’s old frm.” The White 
House continued to insist that U.S. troops would find weapons of mass 
destruction, but fewer and fewer people believed them. With a year to go 
before the elections, the administration issued one denial after another. 
“The American people were not told lie after lie after lie,” said Colin 
Powell.” “No one said that [they had nuclear weapons],” said Rums- 
feld.” “We will find [Osama bin Laden and Saddam Hussein,” Bush told 
a group of reporters in November.” “Okay?” 

Internationally, the astonishing goodwill that the United States 
enjoyed after 9/11 had been thrown away. As for the cryptic, sphinxlike 
Cheney, as the revelations and unanswered questions tumbled forth, he 
quietly embraced the behind-the-scenes intrigue and his enigmatic image. 
“Am I the evil genius in the corner that nobody ever sees come out of his 
hole?” he asked a reporter.” “It’s a nice way to operate, actually.” 


By the spring of 2004, the only jubilation in the streets of Iraq was of the 
macabre variety, in the Sunni Triangle, near Fallujah, when an enraged 
mob killed four American contractors, triumphantly dragged their 
charred bodies through the streets, and then hung some of the bodies 
high, jeering in delight.’ Unable to set up a truly stable representative 
Iraqi government, constantly changing its strategy, alienating the local 
populace, the Bush administration decided to try to build up the Iraqi 
army. Now the new policy was that as the new Iraqi army stood up, 
America would stand down. 

In late April and May 2004, CBS’s 60 Minutes II and The New Yorker 
magazine’s Seymour Hersh reported the systematic abuse, torture, and 
rape of Iraqi prisoners at the Abu Ghraib prison in Iraq. Graphic and dis- 
turbing images of torture and humiliation instantly circled the world. 
There were photos of hooded men with electrodes attached to their 
bodies, naked prisoners who had been smeared with feces, and, later, 
reports of detainees who had been dragged across the floor pulled by 
ropes tied to their penises, of young Iraqi boys sodomized by American 
soldiers, and of phosphoric acid being poured on detainees. 

One oft-stated reason for overthrowing Saddam had been his sys- 
tematic and brutal policies of torture. But now Americans had become 
the torturers. 

In the wake of the Abu Ghraib revelations, violence in Iraq escalated 
throughout the spring of 2004. The Sunni insurgency grew. A year ear- 
lier, there had been merely a few hundred attacks per month against Iraqi 
and coalition forces. Now, there were roughly two thousand attacks per 
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month.” Iraq’s oil and electricity infrastructure had been destroyed. 
America retreated to a “light footprint,” meaning that the United States 
had elected to engage in what is sometimes called “war tourism,” going 
out on mounted missions occasionally from gigantic bases stocked with 
McDonald’s and Burger King. But essentially, the United States had no 
strategy to defeat the insurgency. Moqtada al-Sadr’s Shr ite militia, the 
Mahdi Army, grew into a powerful force with which occupation forces 
had to contend. To people on the ground, the liberation of Iraq had 
become a distant notion, the idea of spreading democracy there a quaint 
but hollow dream. 

But the media in America still aggressively promoted the idea of 
democratizing the Middle East. Even America’s most respected pundits 
continued to accept the official narrative —or at least hedge their bets. In 
November 2003, New York Times foreign affairs columnist Thomas 
Friedman predicted that “The next six months in Iraq—which will 
determine the prospects for democracy-building there—are the most 
important six months in U.S. foreign policy in a long, long time.”” 

By June 2004, however, as the media watchdog group FAIR (Fairness 
and Accuracy in Reporting) pointed out,” Friedman, in an interview on 
National Public Radio’s Fresh Air, revised his prediction. “It might be 
over in a week, it might be over in a month, it might be over in six 
months, but what’s the rush? Can we let this play out please?”” On 
October 3, 2004, in an appearance on CBS’s Face the Nation, Friedman 
extended the deadline again: “What we’re gonna find out, Bob [Schief- 
fer], in the next six to nine months is whether we have liberated a 
country or uncorked a civil war.” 

Less than two months later, on November 30, Friedman was confi- 
dent that the United States was in the homestretch. “This is crunch 
time,” he wrote. “Iraq will be won or lost in the next few months. But 
it won’t be won with high rhetoric. It will be won on the ground ina 
war over the last mile.” Ten months later, Friedman decided to extend 
the deadline once again. “I think we’re in the end game now . . .” he said 
on NBC’s Meet the Press. “I think we’re in a six-month window here 
where it’s going to become very clear.” 

And so it went, again and again, in his Times column, on Face the 
Nation, Meet the Press, Charlie Rose, The Oprah Winfrey Show, 
MSNBC’s Hardball, Friedman made essentially the same prediction 
no fewer than fourteen different times, ultimately extending the deadline 
by more than three years. (For Friedman’s other predictions, see Note 79 
in Chapter 17.) 
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Perhaps the best indication of what was really happening on the 
ground came not from news reports, but from a widely circulated e-mail 
filed by Farnaz Fassihi, a Middle East correspondent for the Wall Street 
Journal,® who wrote her friends: 


Being a foreign correspondent in Baghdad these days is like being 
under virtual house arrest . . . I am house bound. . . . I avoid going to 
people’s homes and never walk in the streets. I can’t go grocery shop- 
ping any more, can’t eat [in] restaurants, can’t strike a conversation 
with strangers, can’t look for stories, can’t drive in any thing but a full 
armored car, can’t go... And can’t and can’t... . There has been one 
too many close calls, including a car bomb so near our house that it 
blew out all the windows. So now my most pressing concern every day 
is not to write a kick-ass story but to stay alive and make sure our Iraqi 
employees stay alive. ... Its hard to pinpoint when the “turning 
point” exactly began. Was it April when Fallujah fell out of the grasp of 
the Americans? Was it when Moqtada and Jish Mahdi declared war on 
the U.S. military? Was it when Sadr City, home to ten percent of Iraq’s 
population, became a nightly battlefield for the Americans? Or was it 
when the insurgency began spreading from isolated pockets in the 
Sunni triangle to include most of Iraq? Despite President Bush’s rosy 
assessments, Iraq remains a disaster. If under Saddam it was a “poten- 
tial” threat, under the Americans it has been transformed to “imminent 
and active threat,” a foreign policy failure bound to haunt the United 
States for decades to come. 

Iraqis like to call this mess “the situation.” ... What they mean by 
situation is this: the Iraqi government doesn’t control most Iraqi cities, 
there are several car bombs going off each day around the country 
killing and injuring scores of innocent people, the country’s roads are 
becoming impassable and littered by hundreds of landmines and explo- 
sive devices aimed to kill American soldiers, there are assassinations, 
kidnappings and beheadings. The situation, basically, means a raging 
barbaric guerilla war. In four days, 110 people died and over 300 got 
injured in Baghdad alone. 


Worse, highly placed military figures such as General William Odom, 
former head of the National Security Agency under Ronald Reagan, said 
that the disaster that Fassihi described on a personal level was true in 
eeostrategic terms as well. “Bush hasn’t found the WMD. Al-Qaeda, it’s 
worse, he’s lost on that front,” Odom told the Guardian. “That he’s 
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going to achieve a democracy there? That goal is lost, too. It’s lost... . 

Right now, the course we’re on, we’re achieving Bin Laden’s ends.”*' 
Retired general Joseph Hoare, the former marine commandant and 

head of U.S. Central Command, added: “The idea that this is going to go 


the way these guys planned is ludicrous. There are no good options. . . .” 


By the summer of 2004, Bush’s numbers had dropped nearly 30 points 
from their “Mission Accomplished” high.” As a result, when the Demo- 
cratic National Convention came to an end in Boston on July 29, 
nobody knew who would be the next president.** Most polls gave the 
John Kerry—John Edwards ticket a lead of from 2 to 7 points over their 
Republican rivals. But when one took into consideration the usual 
postconvention spike, the presidential race was essentially a dead heat. 

A liberal three-term senator from Massachusetts at a time when the 
disastrous 1988 candidacy of former Massachusetts governor Michael 
Dukakis was still a painful memory for Democrats, Kerry was not a 
likely nominee to oppose a conservative incumbent president from 
Texas in a profoundly conservative era. A blue-blooded, blue-state can- 
didate in a red-state world, he had a patrician pedigree that included a 
Yale degree, relatives from France, and an heiress for a wife. In the sev- 
enties, as a leader of the Vietnam Veterans Against the War, he had testi- 
fied before Congress as an antiwar activist. Although now critical of the 
war effort, Kerry had voted for the war powers authorization, which left 
him open to charges that, as Bush put it, he had “entered the flip-flop 
hall of fame.” On the other hand, unlike Bush or Cheney, Kerry had 
faced actual combat and had a sterling war record in Vietnam. 

As antiwar passions grew, the Democrats and their supporters spent 
tens of millions of dollars on sophisticated get-out-the vote efforts. So- 


*On the same day that the Democratic National Convention ended, David Kay of 
the Iraq Survey Group briefed the president, Cheney, Rumsfeld, Tenet, Rice, Wolf- 
owitz, and other top aides on the fact that his group had found no evidence of WMDs 
in Iraq. Describing the president’s reaction, in Hubris: The Inside Story of Spin, Scan- 
dal, and the Selling of the Iraq War by Michael Isikoff and David Corn, Kay said: “I’m 
not sure I’ve spoken to anyone at that level who seemed less inquisitive. He was inter- 
ested but not pressing any questions. ... I cannot stress too much that the president 
was the one in the room who was the least unhappy and the least disappointed about 
the lack of WMDs. I came out of the Oval Office uncertain as to how to read the pres- 
ident. Here was an individual who was oblivious to the problems created by the fail- 
ure to find WMDs. Or was this an individual who was completely at peace with 
himself on the decision to go to war, who didn’t question that, and who was totally 
focused on the here and now of what was to come?” 
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called 527 groups* such as America Coming Together, The Media Fund, 
and Moveon.org targeted millions of antiwar Democrats who had been 
outraged by the lies about WMDs, the abuses of Abu Ghraib, and Bush’s 
policies. For a time, it appeared that these grassroots organizations, many 
linked to websites, might be rewiring the American political edifice; the 
organizations were instrumental in drawing younger, idealistic, Internet- 
centric voters to become involved in the election, had helped momentar- 
ily elevate the unlikely prospects of Howard Dean, former governor of 
Vermont, and seemingly energized the political discourse. 

But the Republicans continued to control the narrative as it played on 
Main Street. In the immediate aftermath of the Democratic Convention, 
on August 1, Secretary of Homeland Security Tom Ridge raised the 
threat level to Code Orange—high—asserting that the government had 
“new and unusually specific information about where al-Qaeda would 
like to attack. And as a result, today, the United States Government is 
raising the threat level to Code Orange for the financial services sector in 
New York City, Northern New Jersey and Washington, DC.”*** The 
timing was opportune, for it distracted attention from Kerry’s official 
nomination as the Democratic candidate and reminded voters that they 
saw the Republicans as strong on national security. And if Democrats 
railed about torture at Abu Ghraib, right-wing talk-show host Rush 


* A 527 group is a tax-exempt advocacy group named after a section the U.S. tax 
code, 26 U.S.C. § 527. 

‘Another key factor in the 2004 election was fear itself. As John Judis explained in 
“Death Grip,” an August 2007 piece in The New Republic, studies by psychologists 
Sheldon Solomon, Jeff Greenberg, and Tom Pyszczynski proved “that the mere 
thought of one’s mortality can trigger a range of emotions—from disdain for other 
races, religions, and nations, to a preference for charismatic over pragmatic leaders, to 
a heightened attraction to traditional mores.” 

According to Judis, beginning in 1989, the three psychologists began a series of 
experiments to test their hypothesis that “the recognition of mortality evokes ‘world- 
wide defense’” —their term for a series of emotional responses, including intolerance, 
religiosity, a preference for law and order, the protection of traditional values against 
social experimentation and individual prerogatives. As Judis explains, “For many 
conservatives, this means opposition to abortion and gay marriage.” 

In September 2004, the three psychologists tested their theories on 131 Rutgers 
University undergraduates who were registered and planned to vote. Predictably 
enough, a control group of students at the liberal university favored John Kerry by a 
margin of four to 1. However, the study showed that among those who were subjected 
to “mortality reminders” in the form of having “911” or “WTC” flashed subliminally 
between word associations, the students favored Bush two to one. 
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Limbaugh dismissed the abuses as “sort of like hazing, a fraternity 
prank. Sort of like that kind of fun.”**” 

For most Americans, what was really going on in Iraq had not yet 
coalesced into a coherent reality. Many of the essential facts of Nigergate 
had been revealed —that the documents had been forged, that the White 
House knew the information was untrue before the war, that the White 
House leaked Valerie Plame Wilson’s identity to the press in an effort to 
discredit Joe Wilson. But no scandal ensued, no investigation linked dis- 
parate events into one clear story line. With Senator Pat Roberts, a 
Cheney ally, running the Senate Intelligence Committee, congressional 
oversight had essentially been nullified. 

As for the supposedly liberal Washington press corps, many key fig- 
ures simply liked Bush, Rove, and company too much to act as watch- 
dogs. “Let me disclose my own bias... ,” wrote David Broder, the lead 
political columnist for the Washington Post. “I like Karl Rove. In the 
days when he was operating from Austin, we had many long and 
rewarding conversations. I have eaten quail at his table and admired the 
splendid Hill Country landscape from the porch of the historic cabin 
Karl and his wife Darby found miles away and had carted to its present 
site on their land.” 

Moreover, many Americans were simply resistant to the notion that 
a miscalculation of historic proportions had taken place; few wanted to 
believe that the rising toll of blood lost and citizens’ tax money spent 
would be in vain; it was both emotionally and intellectually easier to have 
faith in the presidency and the American military. That the country’s 
leaders, many of whom had come of age in the Vietnam era, had actually 
induced a catastrophic geopolitical blunder verged on an unthinkable 
cultural taboo, one hard to sustain while going about the everyday busi- 
ness of earning a living, raising a family, and being subjected to the infi- 
nite distractions and entertainments of American culture. 

To the vast majority of Americans, in fact, there was nothing wrong 
with our Iraq policy. According to a Harris Poll, in October 2004, 76 


*It did not help that a photograph of Kerry appeared in the national media in late 
August showing him in an expensive, tight-fitting wet suit and windsurfing, an image 
that seemed both ill-advised in that it both showed him at leisure and pursuing a flaky, 
nonmainstream diversion. Even for those who wanted to see Kerry victorious, and 
who were perhaps frustrated with his unwillingness to defend himself against the 
“Swift-boating” attacks on his war record, the photo suggested that Kerry did not 
understand his own national political persona. 
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percent of Americans believed the United States had made life better for 
most Iraqis, and 63 percent believed Iraq had been a serious threat to the 
United States. In the eyes of most Americans, the enemy was embodied 
by the villainous Saddam Hussein and his brutal henchman, who were 
often conflated with Osama bin Laden.” According to the same Harris 
Poll, 62 percent of Americans still believed Saddam “had strong links to 
al Qaeda,” and 41 percent believed he “helped plan and support the 
hijackers who attacked the U.S. on September 11, 2001.” 

In the context of 9/11, how could one possibly question which side to 
be on? There were enormous stirrings of patriotism and national pride 
over the achievements of the country’s men in uniform who had put 
their lives on the line to make life better for Iraqis under Saddam’s thumb 
and to eliminate a serious threat to U.S. security. Again and again, Bush 
told them, “In times of war and in hours of crisis, Senator Kerry has 
turned his back on ‘pay any price’ and ‘bear any burden,’ and he’s replaced 
those commitments with ‘wait and see’ and ‘cut and run.’”” 

Calling attention to presidential elections scheduled in Iraq in January, 
Bush told voters, “Think how far that country has come from the days 
of torture chambers and mass graves. Freedom is on the march, and 
we're more secure for it.” Echoing his State of the Union address, Bush 
added, “Freedom is not America’s gift to the world. Freedom is the 
Almighty God’s gift to each man and woman in this world.”” 

Bush’s invocation of God when discussing foreign policy served as a 
clever rhetorical splice to the other issues that mattered to Ameri- 
cans — issues that the leaders of the Christian Right, working in concert 
with the White House, intended to use to leverage the election. Accord- 
ing to Jerry Falwell, the Arlington Group, a powerful group of evangel- 
ical leaders within the much larger Council for National Policy, was 
regularly in contact with Karl Rove to strategize. Among their highest 
priorities was the so-called marriage amendment initiative—to protect 
“the sanctity of marriage” from gays. 

As Falwell described their strategy, the Arlington Group began focus- 
ing on crucial swing states such as Ohio. “One of our Arlington Group 
men, Phil Burress, started the ground work for the marriage amendment 
initiative to be on the ballot in 2004 in Ohio,” said Falwell.” “We had two 
things in mind. First, to save the family, but also to turn out the pro- 
family vote for Bush in 2004.” 

Burress, a self-described former pornography addict, gathered 
575,000 signatures to get the measure on the ballot in fewer than ninety 
days—and then made sure the signatories turned up to vote for Bush. 
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“In 21 years of organizing, I’ve never seen anything like this,” Mr. Bur- 
ress, sixty-two, told the New York Times.” “It’s a forest fire with a 100- 
mile-per-hour wind behind it.” 

Focusing on swing states such as Ohio, Karl Rove quietly put 
together a much bigger and better campaign machine than he had in 
2000, setting a clear goal that became dogma among religious conserva- 
tives. In order to win in November 2004, he said, Bush would have to 
draw 4 million more evangelical voters than he had in 2000. In June, via 
a live telecast from the White House, Bush had addressed the Southern 
Baptist Convention, lending fuel to the first major voter registration 
drive in history for the 16 million Southern Baptists.” Ralph Reed, for- 
merly head of the Christian Coalition, officially joined the Bush-Cheney 
campaign to bring in the religious vote. As tax-exempt religious institu- 
tions, churches are prohibited from endorsing candidates. But at a recep- 
tion for prominent pastors, Reed told them, “Without advocating on 
behalf of any candidate or political party, you can make sure that every- 
one in your circle of influence is registered to vote.”* 

So it was that Dr. Jack Graham, former president of the Southern 
Baptist Convention, hosted the Bush-Cheney reception, nonetheless 
asserting that there was a clear distinction between his personal views and 
his role as a religious figure. “This is Jack Graham the person, not Jack 
Graham the president of the Southern Baptists,” he told the New York 
Times. Declaring that the Bible told Christians to support godly politi- 
cians, he added, “You can connect the dots. I don’t mind if you connect 
the dots. You can’t separate what you believe from the political process.”” 

Ultimately, the views of Jack Graham went out to thousands of pas- 
tors who in turn influenced millions of parishioners. On a Sunday 
before the election, at least one pastor asked his congregants who were 
registered Republicans to stand. When about 80 percent of the assembled 
were standing, he told them, “Now, I want you to pray for the sinners 
who are present.”” 

The effectiveness of its powerful network notwithstanding, it’s impor- 
tant to remember that the Christian Right was not monolithic. Rather, it 
consisted of tens of millions of ordinary Americans, middle-aged cou- 
ples, the elderly and young singles, from San Diego, Dallas, Atlanta, and 
Pittsburgh, and hundreds of towns in between. They were real estate 
brokers and lawyers, computer consultants and pastors, nurses, and 
housewives. They drove pickup trucks and American cars, and shopped 
at Wal-Mart and the mall—and Bush’s folksy West Texas mannerisms 
appealed to them far more than Kerry’s sophistication and aloof, almost 
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wooden, persona. And many of them hailed from the same regions that 
provided the men and women who fought in the all-volunteer army— 
and therefore felt an especially close kinship to the military. Their basic 
wish to believe ina right and just America was probably little different 
from that of the East Coast college students signing up to bus to Ohio 
on election day to serve as poll watchers; the difference was in what each 
group thought was wrong with the country and which candidate would 
have a better chance of fixing it. 


As Election Day approached, the situation in Iraq continued to deteri- 
orate. By September 7, the U.S. death toll hit one thousand—in part 
because the soldiers’ “light-skinned” Humvees lacked the requisite pro- 
tective armor. On September 15, U.N. secretary-general Kofi Annan 
finally declared the Iraq War illegal.” The conflict had taken on the 
character of a classical guerrilla war. Or was it also a civil war? No mat- 
ter which analysis held sway, the war was clearly out of America’s con- 
trol. It seemed Kerry had a chance. 

With memories of the bitter 2000 presidential election controversy 
still fresh in their minds, impassioned activists from both parties flooded 
crucial swing states—such as Florida, Ohio, and Pennsylvania—with 
organizers and poll watchers. On November 2, more than 122 million 
voters came to the polls, the highest turnout in history, and, with 6.4 per- 
cent more voters than in 2000, the biggest increase in decades.*” When 
the results from the early exit poll came in, Kerry supporters were espe- 
cially optimistic. In an online chat, Washington Post managing editor 
Steve Coll wrote that “the last wave of national exit polls we received... 
showed Kerry winning the popular vote by 51 to 48 percent—if true, 
surely enough to carry the Electoral College.” 

The contest, indeed, came down to Ohio, and when the votes were 
counted, Bush had won the state by a 119,000 votes—2 percent—amid 
widespread accusations of fraud. When John Kerry decided not to 
contest Bush’s victory in Ohio, Bush effectively had won reelection by 
286 to 251 in the Electoral College and a 3-million-vote margin in the 
popular vote. 

How had Bush won? Ultimately, Iraq had mattered, but, to the 
astonishment of secular America, not as much as “moral values.” 


*Voter turnout, which has historically been low in the United States, also improved 
significantly with nearly 57 percent of the voting-age population going to the polls, up 
from 51 percent in 2000. 
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According to Christianity Today, exit polls showed that 22 percent of 
the electorate cited “moral values,” such as abortion, gay marriage, 
and the marriage amendment initiative, as the single most important fac- 
tor in determining their vote—more than the economy, terrorism, or 
Iraq. Nationally, for those who cited moral values as their greatest con- 
cern, Bush defeated Kerry 79 to 18. But the numbers were even more 
striking in Ohio, the swing state that ultimately determined the election, 
where moral values voters supported Bush over Kerry 85 to 14. 

To the dismay of secular America and to those citizens concerned 
about the fabrication of intelligence used to start the war, about Amer- 
ica’s use of torture and the detainment of prisoners without rights, 
about the erosion of their own constitutional rights, and about the 
complex system of checks and balances that held the executive branch 
in restraint, the Christian Right had narrowly won again. 

The day after the election, Bob Jones IHI, the right-wing president of 
Bob Jones University, who had once denounced Ronald Reagan as “a 
traitor to God’s people” for choosing as his vice president George 
H.W. Bush, whom Jones called “a devil,” wrote a personal letter to 
Bush expressing far warmer sentiments than he had expressed about his 
father. “In your re-election,” he wrote, “God has graciously granted 
America—though she doesn’t deserve it—a reprieve from the agenda of 
paganism. You have been given a mandate. We the people expect your 
and with it, voice to be like the clear and certain sound of a trumpet. 
Because you seek the Lord daily, we who know the Lord will follow 
that kind of voice eagerly. Don’t equivocate. Put your agenda on the 
front burner and let it boil. You owe the liberals nothing. They despise 
you because they despise your Christ. Honor the Lord, and He will 
honor you.” In addition, the neoconservatives had retained enough 


power to pursue their agenda.'” 


Now that George W. Bush had been reelected, he had finally bested 
his father, a one-term president. In historic terms, be was now the 
most potent Bush, þe had now become the ultimate embodiment of the 
House of Bush. The election result was not just a point of family pride 
but a popular ratification that provided him new political powers. “Let 
me put it to you this way,” Bush told reporters after the election. “I 
earned capital in the campaign, political capital, and now I intend to 
pend it, 
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CHAPTER EFCHTEEN 


An Angel Directs the Storm 


[! was not until after George W. Bush and Dick Cheney were narrowly 
reelected that many Americans began to realize that the Iraq War rep- 
resented a dangerous moment in American history, a turning point both 
in terms of America’s place on the global chessboard and, domestically, 
in terms of its fate as a constitutional democracy. Gradually, the horrors 
of the war, its related scandals, and its ramifications began to reveal 
themselves. 

On November 7, 2004, five days after the election, it was reported that 
thousands of surface-to-air missiles that had once been under Saddam’s 
control were unaccounted for because the U.S.-led force had not secured 
all the weapons depots in Irag.' The next day, U.S.-led forces moved in 
to clear out Fallujah, a stronghold for Sunni insurgents, launching a 
ferocious ten-day battle that killed at least one thousand insurgents and 
left fifty-four Americans dead and more than four hundred seriously 
wounded.’ Colonel Gary Brandl led his troops into battle with words 
evocative of a Holy War. “The enemy has got a face,” he said.’ “He’s 
called Satan. He’s in Fallujah and we’re going to destroy him.” 

During the assault, a marine deliberately shot and killed an unarmed 
Iraqi civilian in a mosque, and the videotaped incident was televised 
across the world. In response, violence raged across Iraq. On November 
9, militants kidnapped three members of interim prime minister Ayad 
Allawi’s family. A few days later, in the north, saboteurs set fire to four 
oil wells northwest of Kirkuk.* Astoundingly, despite having the second 
largest oil reserves in the world, Iraq was forced to import oil from 
nearby Kuwait because of lack of refining capacity and hundreds of ter- 
rorist attacks on its facilities.’ 

By now, repercussions from the war were also beirig felt throughout 
the entire Middle East. Iraqi authorities had already captured Saudis 
crossing the Saudi border into Iraq to fight the United States. In 
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response to Fallujah, twenty-six prominent Saudi religious scholars 
urged their followers to support “jihad” against U.S.-led forces. Militant 
Islamists from America’s oil-rich ally had now taken up arms against 
the United States.° 


Paradoxically, even though their policy failures were finally evident, 
the neocons had become empowered as never before. Just before the 
election, Bush had quietly dismissed Brent Scowcroft as chairman of 
PFIAB—without even bothering to speak to him personally. Cheney 
and Bush had both known that the phenomenally popular Colin Pow- 
ell was crucial to their reelection chances. But now he, too, was expend- 
able. On November 10, eight days after the election, Powell got the 
phone call from White House chief of staff Andy Card.’ He was out. 

Doing everything possible to put a good face on his resignation, 
Powell told reporters at a November 15 press briefing that “it has always 
been my intention that I would serve one term,” and that he and Bush 
“came to a mutual agreement that it would be appropriate to leave at this 
time.”* But Frank Carlucci, a former secretary of defense himself during 
the Reagan administration, who was close to both Powell and Cheney, 
and who continued to think highly of Cheney, was more forthright. 
“Colin has been used,” he said.? 

Bush and Cheney reshuffled the cabinet, strengthening the neocon 
hand. Condoleezza Rice replaced Powell. Much to Scowcroft’s dismay, 
she had proven to be less a voice for the realists than an enabler and 
repeater of others’ formulations, in effect a neocon fellow traveler. Her 
deputy, Stephen Hadley, a Cheney ally, in turn took her old job as 
national security adviser. As for intelligence, Porter J. Goss, a former 
Republican congressman from Florida, who had become the new CIA 
director before the election, issued a memo to CIA employees that 
instantly confirmed his reputation as an administration loyalist: “As 
agency employees we do not identify with, support or champion oppo- 
sition to the administration or its policies.” The memo added that their 
job was “to support the administration and its policies in our work.”” 

With Rice, Hadley, and Goss in key positions, Bush, Cheney, and 
Rumsfeld had consolidated control over national security to an unprece- 
dented degree. The notion that America’s $40 billion intelligence appa- 
ratus would speak truth to power had become a pipe dream. State 
Department veterans desperately fantasized that Scowcroft, former Sec- 
retary of State James Baker, or even Bush 41 himself would somehow 
soon ride to the rescue. 
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Meanwhile, in both Iraq and Washington, the dream of spreading 
democracy throughout the Middle East continued to be mocked by 
the brutal realities of war. On January 30, 2005, 58 percent of the Iraqi 
electorate defied threats of violence to vote in the first elections since 
Saddam’s ouster. After reaching the polls, Iraqis proudly displayed their 
ink-dipped purple fingers as indications that they had voted. In Wash- 
ington, Republican congressmen flaunted purple fingers as a sign of 
solidarity with Bush and pride at how the United States had brought 
democracy to Iraq. “Giving Terrorism the Purple Finger,” read a head- 
line." “Purple finger” cocktails were concocted, consisting of grenadine, 
cassis, black currants, and vodka.” 

After nearly two years of bombings, kidnappings, and assassinations 
in Iraq, at last the White House had a concrete achievement to cele- 
brate—one that no one could deny. In his 2005 State of the Union 
address on February 2, President Bush proudly saluted the Iraqi voters 
and the American soldiers who had made the election possible, introduc- 
ing as his special guest Iraqi human rights advocate Safia Taleb al-Suhail: 
“Eleven years ago, Safia’s father was assassinated by Saddam’s intelli- 
gence service. Three days ago in Baghdad, Safia was finally able to vote 
for the leaders of her country —and we are honored that she is with us 
tonight.”® At last, Bush said, Iraq had turned the corner. 

The speech also showed that Bush had been reading from the neocon 
handbook; he proclaimed to the world that his administration’s goal 
was the promotion of “democratic movements and institutions in every 
nation and culture, with the ultimate goal of ending tyranny in our 
worldet'* 

“This is real neoconservatism,” Robert Kagan, a leading neocon, 
told the Los Angeles Times. “It would be hard to express it more clearly. 
If people were expecting Bush to rein in his ambitions and enthusiasms 
after the first term, they are discovering that they were wrong.” 

Dimitri Simes, president of the Nixon Center, a conservative think 
tank that hewed more closely to realist policies, had a different point of 
view. “If Bush means it literally, then it means we have an extremist in 
the White House,” he said. “I hope and pray that he didn’t mean it.”* 

To anyone who believed in democracy, the sight of Iraqis voting was 
potentially inspiring. But the political reality on the ground was starkly 
different. Yes, Shiites flocked to the polls in huge numbers. But the Sun- 
nis, alienated by America’s de-Ba’athification policies, which removed 
members of the largely Sunni Ba’athist regime from government, angry 
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because they had lost jobs and security when the United States dis- 
banded the police and the military, and enraged by the American assault 
on Sunni mosques in Fallujah, boycotted the election in droves. Even 
before the elections were held, Brent Scowcroft had warned that voting 
had “great potential for deepening the conflict” in Iraq by exacerbating 
the divisions between Shiite and Sunni Muslims, and that it might lead 
to a civil war.” As the Bush White House basked in the glory of having 
shown the world it could create a new democracy in the Middle East, it 
soon became clear that Scowcroft had been prescient. 

The Shr ites took office, but the Sunni insurgency went after new tar- 
gets. U.S. forces had protected its own bases, including the Green 
Zone, but not the general population in Baghdad or any of the major 
cities. “When we did not secure the population,” General Jack Keane 
told PBS’s Frontline, “the enemy realized that the population was fair 
game. ... All through ’05 they exploited it. They began to kill people, 
take them on... . In ever-increasing numbers they began to kill more 
and more of the Iraqis... . They were exposed.” 

Immediately after the election, the Sunnis struck back with a 
vengeance. On February 3, bombs killed at least 20 people in Baghdad; 
insurgents stopped a minibus near Kirkuk and gunned down 12 of its 
occupants; gunmen ambushed and killed 2 Iraqi contractors near Bagh- 
dad; others overran a police station in the town of Samawah—not to 
mention innumerable assassination attempts, car bombs, and the like. 
On February 17, a string of attacks killed at least 36 people, mostly 
Shrites. The next day, at least 8 suicide bombings and other attacks tar- 
geted Shiite worshippers observing the religious festival of Ashura. By 
the end of the month, suicide bombers targeted crowded marketplaces 
near Baghdad, killing as many as 115 people with one bomb.” 

Meanwhile, Osama bin Laden had ordered his supporters to attack 
Iraqi oil facilities —which they had begun to do with considerable suc- 
cess. Terrorists had begun an all-out war against the country’s oil facil- 
ities, costing it billions in lost revenue. 


Having put so much stock in the Iraqi elections, the Bush administration 
now had another problem. Like it or not, the administration was wed- 
ded to a Shi’ite government led by Prime Minister Ibrahim al-Jaafari* of 
the Islamic Dawa Party, one of two major Shia parties in the ruling 
coalition, the United Iraqi Alliance. A militant Shiite Islamic group 


* Al-Jaafari’s successor, Nouri al-Maliki was also a leader of the Dawa Party. 
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that had supported the 1979 Islamic revolution in Iran and that had 
received support from the Iranian government during the Iran-Iraq 
War, the Dawa Party had moved its headquarters to Tehran in 1979. 
There, according to Juan Cole, professor of Middle Eastern history at 
the University of Michigan, it “spun off a shadowy set of special ops 
units generically called ‘Islamic Jihad,’ which operated in places like 
Kuwait and Lebanon.” The party, Cole wrote, was also “at the nexus of 
splinter groups that later, in 1982, began to coalesce into Hezbollah.”” 
Moreover, the party had been founded by Muhammad Baqir al-Sadr, the 
uncle of Mogtada al-Sadr, the powerful Shrite leader of the Mahdi* 
Army, which has been tied to ethnic cleansing of Sunnis.”! 

One by one the contradictions behind America’s Middle East policies 
emerged —and with them, the enormity of its catastrophic blunder. Grad- 
ually America’s real agenda was coming to light—not its stated agenda to 
rid Iraq of WMDs, which had been nonexistent, not regime change, 
which had already been accomplished, but the neoconservative dream of 
“democratizing” the region by installing pro-West, pro-Israeli govern- 
ments, led by the likes of Ahmed Chalabi, in oil-rich Middle East states. 

Now that Chalabi had been eliminated as a potential leader amid 
accusations that he had been secretly working for Iran, and the Sunnis 
had opted out of the elections entirely, the United States, by default, was 
backing a democratically elected government that maintained close ties 
to Iran and was linked to Shiite leaders whose powerful Shi'ite militias 
were battling the Sunnis. 

Professing to train Iraqi soldiers to “stand up,” so Americans could 
“stand down,” the United States was in fact training soldiers who were 
loyal to the Shrite cause, rather than to any concept of Western democ- 
racy. “[T]hey weren’t really Iraqi security forces,” explained journalist 
and author Nir Rosen.” “They were loyal primarily to Moqtada al-Sadr, 
to Abdul Aziz al Hakim [the Shia leader of the Supreme Council for the 
Islamic Revolution in Iraq], but not to the Iraqi state and not to anybody 
in the Green Zone.” As shown in a PBS Frontline documentary, “Gangs 
of Iraq,” Iraqi soldiers, even when accompanied by Americans who 
were training them, intentionally kept the Americans away from large 
weapons caches that could be used against the Sunnis.” Unwittingly, 
America was spending billions of dollars to fuel a Sunni-Shrite civil war. 

Even worse, in the larger context of the region, by deposing Saddam 


*The Mahdi is a messianic figure who, many Muslims believe, will appear before 
the Day of Judgment and fight alongside Jesus against the Antichrist. 
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and supporting the Iran-leaning Shiites, the United States had inadver- 
tently empowered Iran, its biggest foe in the Middle East. And Iran’s 
ascendancy posed problems for Israel and Saudi Arabia as well. Poten- 
tially, the Sunni-Shvite conflict could spread throughout the entire 
region. 


By 2005, for tens of millions of Americans, it was increasingly impossi- 
ble to ignore the realities of what was happening in Iraq—the absence of 
WMDs, the escalating sectarian violence, the vast expenditures of blood 
and treasure in pursuit of a mission that was unclear at best, constantly 
changing, and had never been accomplished at all. Polarizing the nation 
more profoundly than at any time since the Vietnam era, the war had 
become a litmus test issue that defined and linked whole sets of belief sys- 
tems —red state America versus blue, evangelical Christians, antiabortion 
activists, NASCAR dads, and other denizens of the Bible Belt versus the 
secular, post-Enlightenment America that has long been on the cutting 
edge of science and the embodiment of modernism. Those who ques- 
tioned U.S. policies in the Middle East, as their foes saw it, were cut-and- 
run traitors who aided and abetted the enemy. On the other side were 
Neanderthals waging a holy war in the Middle East, shredding the Con- 
stitution, destroying civil liberties, rolling back not just the New Deal but 
the Enlightenment, all in the name of God. 

Hate filled the air, at times evoking the specter of McCarthyism, the 
hate and fear mongering of Father Coughlin, and even the assault against 
reason undertaken by the Puritans. Right-wing pundit Ann Coulter 
expressed her regret that Oklahoma City bomber Timothy McVeigh 
“did not go to the New York Times building.” Americans who did not 
vote for Bush, she said, were “traitors,” her critics, members of the 
“Treason Lobby.”* To Rush Limbaugh, Democrats “had aligned them- 
selves with the enemy” and were “PR spokespeople for Al Qaeda.”* To 
Fox News host Bill O’Reilly, the American Civil Liberties Union were 
“terrorists” who were almost as dangerous “as Al-Qaeda.”*** Thanks to 


*A study of O’Reilly by the Indiana University Media Relations Department 
compared him to Father Charles Coughlin, the radio broadcaster in the thirties who 
sang the praises of Hitler and Mussolini, and found that O’Reilly was three times as 
likely to be a “name caller” as Coughlin and that he used age-old propaganda tech- 
niques, such as “glittering generalities” and “selective use of the facts,” far more 
often than Father Coughlin ever did—roughly thirteen times a minute—in his edito- 
rials. The study also showed that 96.3 percent of his references to Democrats cast them 
as villains. 
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the neocons and religious conservatives, the radical right was driving 
America as never before. 

With the Republicans still in control of Congress, Bush’s critics vested 
their few remaining hopes for retribution in Patrick Fitzgerald, a newly 
appointed federal prosecutor who had recently taken charge of the 
Valerie Plame Wilson—CIA leak investigation. But in many respects, it 
seemed as if the nation had regressed to the era of the Scopes Monkey 
Trial. Tens of millions of people in the only country that had put a man 
on the moon, that had unraveled the human genome, now questioned 
whether evolution was real. A Creation Museum was under construc- 
tion near Cincinnati, Ohio, to demonstrate that it wasn’t. Tourists to the 
Grand Canyon were treated to creationist tours assuring them that 
geologists had been wrong, and that one of America’s greatest wonders 
had not been formed slowly over millions of years, but was God’s cre- 
ation dating “to the early part of Noah’s flood”? The Kansas State 
Board of Education held hearings about redefining the word science to 
remove bias toward “naturalistic” (nontheistic) belief systems.” Pennsyl- 
vania senator Rick Santorum—who believed that states should be able to 
arrest gay lovers in the privacy of their bedrooms—backed an amend- 
ment to allow the teaching of intelligent design as an alternative theory 
to evolution.” 

The Bush administration and the religious right declared war on sci- 
ence. Slogans that had once been bumper stickers— “Just a Theory” — 
became government policy: global warming is a hoax; condoms don’t 
work; intelligent design is legitimate science. The administration’s initia- 
tive to fund AIDS programs in Africa was hailed by the press, but 
information about the benefits of condoms was removed from govern- 
ment websites. The global warming section of the Environmental Pro- 
tection Agency was dropped entirely. In deference to the Christian 
Right, morning-after contraceptive sales were banned, even after having 
been approved by the Food and Drug Administration. According to 
Howard Dean, the former Vermont governor and 2004 Democratic 
presidential hopeful, a National Cancer Institute fact sheet was “doc- 
tored to suggest that abortion increases breast-cancer risk, even though 
the American Cancer Society concluded that the best study discounts 
doa ® 

And when it came to dealing with the “liberal” judiciary, Pat Robert- 
son sought help from God during a prayer retreat, and the Lord told 
him, “I will remove judges from the Supreme Court quickly, and their 
successors will refuse to sanction the attacks on religious faith.” Asking 
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his television audience to pray that three liberal Supreme Court justices 
retire, Robertson said, “I don’t care which three, I mean as long as the 
three conservatives stay on. ... There’s six liberals, so it’s up to the 
Words? 

If the once powerful Christian Coalition had become moribund—and 
it had—that was because it had been replaced by a far more powerful 
institution: the Republican Party. Indeed, in 2004, no fewer than forty- 
one out of fifty-one Republican senators voted with the Christian Coali- 
tion 100 percent of the time.” When the new Congress took office in 
early 2005, it included Tom Coburn, newly elected senator from Okla- 
homa, who believed that doctors who performed abortions should be 
executed. Asserting that global warming was a hoax, Senator Jim Inhofe 
(R-Okla.) compared environmentalists to the Nazis. He argued that 
American policy in the Middle East should be based on the Bible,* that 
Israel had a right to the West Bank “because God said so.”® And on the 
Senate floor, in a speech about the proposed Federal Marriage Amend- 
ment, he displayed an enormous photo of his extended family, and told 
the august assembly, “We have 20 kids and grandkids. I’m really proud 
to say that in the recorded history of our family, we’ve never had a 


divorce or any kind of homosexual relationship.” 


Meanwhile, the White House sought extraordinary means to get its 
message across. In late January 2005, a man named James Guckert 
showed up at a presidential news conference using Jeff Gannon as a 
pseudonym, and lobbed softball questions to President Bush. “Senate 
Democratic leaders have painted a very bleak picture of the U.S. econ- 


* Inhofe said: “I believe very strongly that we ought to support Israel; that it has a 
right to the land. This is the most important reason: Because God said so. As I said a 
minute ago, look it up in the book of Genesis. It is right up there on the desk. In Gen- 
esis 13:14-17, the Bible says: 


The Lord said to Abram, “Lift up now your eyes, and look from the place 
where you are northward, and southward, and eastward and westward: for all 
the land which you see, to you will I give it, and to your seed forever... . Arise, 
walk through the land in the length of it and in the breadth of it; for I will give 
it to thee.” 


“That is God talking. 

The Bible says that Abram removed his tent and came and dwelt in the plain of 
Mamre, which is in Hebron, and built there an altar before the Lord. Hebron is in the 
West Bank. It is at this place where God appeared to Abram and said, ‘I am giving you 
this land—the West Bank.’ This is not a political battle at all. It is a contest over 
whether or not the word of God is true.” 
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omy....” he told President Bush. “Yet in the same breath they say that 
Social Security is rock solid and there’s no crisis there. How are you 
going to work—you’ve said you are going to reach out to these people— 
how are you going to work with people who seem to have divorced 
themselves from reality?” 

Gannon’s questions were so friendly, critics suspected that they might 
have been planted, and found out that he worked for Talon News, an 
apparent front for the conservative website GOPUSA. More titillating, 
Gannon had appeared naked on several gay escort sites such as hotmil 
itarystud.com and was reported to be a “a $200-an-hour gay prostitute.” 
More titillating yet were reports that Gannon visited the White House 
regularly, often on days in which there were no press conferences.” 
Was it possible that he might be part of what was known in Washington 
circles as the Lavender Bund,* the coterie of closeted right-wing gays 
who helped the religious right and the Republicans advance an agenda 
that was often explicitly antigay? Later came revelations about Con- 
gressman Mark Foley and his suggestive e-mails to young congres- 
sional pages, and Ted Haggard, head of the National Association of 
Evangelicals, who had a relationship with a male prostitute.” 

As the culture and political wars continued, they took a toll on the 
White House’s credibility. In March 2005, Republican politicians and the 
religious right— most of whom, theoretically at least, had been propo- 
nents of States’ rights —ignited a national controversy when they tried to 
intervene on behalf of Terri Schiavo, a Florida woman in a persistent veg- 
etative state, to prevent the removal of her feeding tube. 

In April, federal prosecutor Patrick Fitzgerald continued to investi- 
gate the leak of CIA officer Valerie Plame Wilson’s name. But journal- 
ists Matthew Cooper of Time and Judith Miller of the New York Times 
refused to divulge their sources. The question of who in the Bush 
administration had leaked her name was both a Washington parlor 
game and a profound inquiry into what was really going on in the 


White House. 


*The term appears to date back to the 1980s as reference by openly gay Washing- 
tonians to closeted gay Republicans who promoted the social conservative agenda. 

‘Another technique the Bush administration used to ensure that it got favorable 
coverage was to pay for it. In January 2005, USA Today reported that in return for 
promoting the Bush administration’s No Child Left Behind Act, newspaper colum- 
nist and television host Armstrong Williams had been paid $240,000. The payment was 
part of a $1 million contract between the U.S. Department of Education and a public 
relations company. 
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Meanwhile, two years into the war, America’s all-volunteer military 
force was being drained. With ongoing wars in Afghanistan and Iraq, 
there were not enough boots on the ground. To replenish their forces, 
officials raised the age limit for enlistment from thirty-four to forty.” 
Tours of duty for soldiers were extended repeatedly, leaving many of 
them feeling tricked and demoralized. In particular, the military relied 
on call-ups from the National Guard, many of whom were “weekend 
warriors,” middle-aged men wrenched away from their families and 
jobs, at great sacrifice. 

And what about Osama bin Laden—the all-but-forgotten villain 
behind 9/11? “We’re on a constant hunt for bin Laden,” Bush reassured 
America. “Were keeping the pressure on him, keeping him in hiding.”* 

But Bush’s promises were wearing thin. The administration’s practice 
of transferring prisoners from Guantánamo to other countries where 
they might be tortured was called into question. There were multiple 
reports of brutal treatment of detainees by the government. Likewise, 
attorneys for Guantanamo detainee Salim Ahmed Hamdan, who had 
been Osama bin Laden’s driver, argued in court that their client must be 
afforded the same legal protections that American citizens have. The 
numbers of wiretaps and secret searches soared. 

By late spring of 2005, approximately $200 billion had been spent on 
the war in Iraq. Tens of thousands of people had been killed. Countless 
more were wounded or living as refugees. There were no WMDs. Iraq’s 
oil riches were being destroyed by saboteurs and stolen by terrorists. A 
report prepared for the U.N. Human Rights Commission showed that 
malnutrition rates in Iraqi children under five had nearly doubled since 
the U.S. invasion.” 

Yet the administration continued to assert that victory was around 
the corner. “The level of activity that we see today, from a military 
standpoint, I think will clearly decline,” Cheney told Larry King in 
May 2005. “I think that they’re in the last throes, if you will, of the 
insurgency. ”* 

But by the end of June, more than seventeen hundred Americans had 
been killed in Iraq. Baghdad’s mayor decried his city’s crumbling infra- 
structure. The Iraqi capital of more than six million people was now 
plagued by shortages of electricity and fuel, incessant bombings and sui- 
cide attacks, and did not even have adequate drinking water for its resi- 
dents.” With one revelation after another about the Bush administration’s 
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secret rendition policies, detention of prisoners with rights at Guanta- 
namo, and Abu Ghraib, America, rather than Saddam, had become 
known for torture and abuse. 

Then, on July 7, 2005, four terrorist explosions rocked London’s 
transport system at the height of rush hour, killing at least thirty-three 
and wounding roughly a thousand others.” A group calling itself the 
Secret Organization of the Al-Qaeda Jihad in Europe later claimed 
credit for the attacks, and asserted that the attacks were payback for 
Britain’s involvement in the Iraq and Afghanistan wars.” The bombings 
sent a ripple of dread through Americans, especially New Yorkers. 
Many people could not help but wonder if the war in Iraq might induce 
such attacks on American soil rather than prevent them. 

President Bush had argued, “If we were not fighting and destroying 
this enemy in Iraq, they would not be idle. They would be plotting and 
killing Americans across the world and within our own borders.”* But 
the London bombing proved that exactly the opposite was true. Accord- 
ing to a study published in Mother Jones by Peter Bergen and Paul 
Cruickshank, research fellows at the Center on Law and Security at the 
NYU School of Law, the net effect of the Iraq War was that it increased 
global terrorism by a factor of seven. “The rate of terrorist attacks 
around the world by jihadist groups and the rate of fatalities in those 
attacks increased dramatically after the invasion of Iraq... .” said the 
study. “A large part of this rise occurred in Iraq, which accounts for fully 
half of the global total of jihadist terrorist attacks in the post-Iraq War 
period. But even excluding Iraq, the average yearly number of jihadist 
terrorist attacks and resulting fatalities still rose sharply around the 
world by 265 percent and 58 percent, respectively.” 

Four days after London, a suicide bomber in Baghdad killed twenty- 
three people outside an army recruiting center in Baghdad. Among 
other victims that day were nine members of a Shi'ite family. It was all 
but official. As Iraq’s former interim prime minister Ayad Allawi now 
asserted, Iraq was facing a civil war, and the consequences would be dire 
not just for Iraq but for Europe and America. A longtime ally of Wash- 
ington, Allawi said, “The problem is that the Americans have no vision 
and no clear policy on how to go about in Iraq.”* 


As if the situation in Iraq were not enough, the neocons still had their 
eyes on Iran. To that end, in July 2005, House intelligence committee 
chairman Peter Hoekstra (R-Mich.) and committee member Curt Wel- 
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don (R-Pa.)* met secretly in Paris with an Iranian exile known as “Ali.” 
Weldon had just published a book called Countdown to Terror: The 
Top-Secret Information That Could Prevent the Next Terrorist Attack 
on America... and How the CIA Has Ignored It, alleging that the CIA 
was ignoring intelligence about Iranian-sponsored terror plots against 
the U.S., and Ali had been one of their main sources. But according to 
the CIA’s former Paris station chief Bill Murray, Ali, whose real name 
is Fereidoun Mahdavi, fabricated much of the information. “Mahdavi 
works for [Iranian arms dealer and intelligence fabricator Manucher] 
Ghorbanifar,” Murray told Laura Rozen of the American Prospect. 
“The two are inseparable. Ghorbanifar put Mahdavi out to meet with 
Weldon.”* 

In a similar vein, in a speech before the National Press Club in late 
2005, neocon Raymond Tanter, of the Washington Institute for Near 
East Policy, recommended that the Bush administration use the MEK 
[the Mujahideen e-Khalq, the Marxist-Islamic urban guerrilla group of 
Jranian dissidents who had been designated as a terrorist organization by 
the United States] and its political arm, the National Council of Resis- 
tance of Iran (NCRI), as an insurgent militia against Iran. “The NCRI 
and MEK are also a possible ally of the West in bringing about regime 
change in Tehran,” he said.” 

Tanter even suggested that the United States consider using tactical 
nuclear weapons against Iran. “One military option is the Robust 
Nuclear Earth Penetrator, which may have the capability to destroy 
hardened deeply buried targets. That is, bunker-busting bombs could 
destroy tunnels and other underground facilities.” He granted that the 
Non-Proliferation Treaty bans the use of nuclear weapons against non- 
nuclear states, such as Iran, but added that “the United States has sold 
Israel bunker-busting bombs, which keeps the military option on the 
table.”** In other words, the United States couldn’t nuke Iran, but Israel, 
which never signed the treaty and maintains an unacknowledged nuclear 
arsenal, could. 

If the MEK was being cast as the Iranian counterpart to the INC, 
there were more than enough Iranian and Syrian Ahmed Chalabis to go 
around. Reza Pahlavi, the son of the late shah, who was installed by the 
United States but had lost power as a result of the Islamic Revolution, 
was shopped around Washington as a prospective leader of Iran. And 
Farid Ghadry, a Syrian exile in Virginia who founded the Reform Party 


*Weldon was defeated in the 2006 midterm elections. 
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of Syria, was the neocon favorite to rule Syria. Ghadry has an unusual 
résumé for a Syrian—he’s been a member of the American Israel Public 
Affairs Committee, the right-wing pro-Israel lobbying group —and has 
endured so many comparisons to the disgraced leader of the INC that he 
once sent out a mass e-mail headlined, “I am not Ahmed Chalabi.” 

Nevertheless, according to a report in the American Prospect, Meyrav 
Wurmser introduced Ghadry to key administration figures, including 
the vice president’s daughter Elizabeth Cheney, who, as principal deputy 
assistant secretary of state for Near Eastern affairs and coordinator for 
broader Middle East and North Africa initiatives, played a key role in 
the Bush administration’s policy in the region.*” 


The biggest blow of all to Bush came on August 29, 2005, when Hurri- 
cane Katrina devastated the gulf coast of Louisiana and Mississippi, 
killing more than 1,836 people and causing more than $81 billion in 
damage. It was not the storm itself, of course, but the monumental 
incompetence of the Bush administration and its inability to manage the 
disaster that devastated New Orleans. Under Michael Brown’s aegis, the 
Federal Emergency Management Agency (FEMA) failed to heed warn- 
ings that the city’s levees might be breached, failed to evacuate the city, 
and failed to bring housing and relief to the victims after the storm. Dis- 
engaged and ineffective, Bush, most memorably, told the director of 
FEMA, “Heckuva job, Brownie.”* 

With Katrina, whatever myths were left about Bush’s presidency had 
been shattered. His approval ratings plummeted to 38 percent. When 
New Orleans needed the National Guard, the National Guard was in 
Iraq. Only 34 percent of the public approved of Bush’s handling of 
Iraq— roughly the same percentage who had approved of LBJ’s handling 
of Vietnam in March of 1968." 


* According to the Financial Times, Elizabeth Cheney had supervised the State 
Department’s Iran-Syria Operations Group, created in 2006 to plot a strategy to 
democratize those two “rogue” states. One of her responsibilities was to oversee a pro- 
jected $85 million program to produce anti-Iran propaganda and support dissidents. 

‘Among other famous lines that came in the wake of the hurricane, one came 
from rapper Kanye West at a televised Hurricane Katrina relief concert: “George Bush 
doesn’t care about black people.” 

The president’s mother, Barbara Bush, did not help her son’s case when she 
observed, “What I’m hearing which is sort of scary is they all want to stay in Texas. 
Everyone is so overwhelmed by the hospitality. And so many of the people in the 
[Houston Astrodome] here, you know, were underprivileged anyway, so this . . . this 
[she chuckles slightly] is working very well for them.” 
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By this time, any chances that American forces could prevail in Iraq 
were gone. Less than a year after the marines’ horrific siege, Fallujah had 
morphed into a police state patrolled by thousands of Iraqi and Amer- 
ican troops who lived in its bombed-out buildings. But the Sunni insur- 
gency there had somehow survived. In a twelve-day stretch in late 
summer, forty-eight Americans died.” They would not be the last. 
Bush’s fate was sealed. His presidency was an irrevocable failure. 


On October 28, Scooter Libby resigned as Dick Cheney’s chief of staff 
after being indicted on five counts of perjury, obstruction of justice, and 
making false statements. Bush’s approval ratings hit 36 percent, a new 
low. The war and its causes and manifestations now filled the media. In 
October, Democratic senators Jay Rockefeller and Harry Reid, ranking 
Democrats on the Senate Intelligence Committee, even staged a dramatic 
shutdown of the Senate and challenged Republican senator Pat Roberts 
to get to the bottom of the Niger forgeries. 

But with the Republicans still in control of Congress they could not 
get very far. “The fact is that at any time the Senate Intelligence Com- 
mittee pursued a line of questioning that brought us close to the White 
House, our efforts were thwarted,” said Senator Rockefeller. The 
Republican-controlled Senate committee failed to produce a more 
extensive report. 

But now even conservatives began to question the merits of “democra- 
tizing” the Middle East. “Everything the advocates of war said would 
happen hasn’t happened,” said the president of Americans for Tax 
Reform, Grover Norquist, an influential conservative who had backed the 
Iraq invasion.” “And all the things the critics said would happen have hap- 
pened. [The president’s neoconservative advisers] are effectively saying, 
‘Invade Iran. Then everyone will see how smart we are.’ But after you’ve 
lost X number of times at the roulette wheel, do you double-down?” 

In Tyranny’s Ally: America’s Failure to Defeat Saddam Hussein, 
David Wurmser, the low-profile but powerful policy maker who had 
become Cheney’s Middle East adviser, argued that overthrowing Sad- 
dam was the key to toppling the mullahs in Iran. “Any serious display 
of American determination” will cause “our regional enemies to wilt,” 
he wrote.” Razing Saddam’s Ba’athism “will send terrifying shock 
waves into Teheran... and will promote pro-American coalitions in the 
region, unravel hostile coalitions.” He concluded that “the Iraqi Shv’ites, 
if liberated from [Saddam’s tyranny], can be expected to present a chal- 


lenge to Iran’s influence and revolution.”» 
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But, in fact, exactly the opposite had happened. The strategic fiasco 
created by the Iraq War had actually emboldened Iran, given it power and 
influence within Iraq, and increased the danger posed by Iran to Israel. 

“Nobody thought going into this war that these guys would screw it 
up so badly, that Iraq would be taken out of the balance of power, that 
it would implode, and that Iran would become dominant,” said Martin 
Indyk, who served as U.S. ambassador to Israel under Clinton.” 

“[Bush’s wars] have put Israel in the worst strategic and operational 
situation she’s been in since 1948,” said Larry Wilkerson, who was 
Colin Powell’s chief of staff in the State Department.” “If you take 
down Iraq, you eliminate Iran’s number one enemy. And, oh, by the 
way, if you eliminate the Taliban, they might reasonably be assumed to 
be Iran’s number two enemy.”* 

As a result, many Israelis believed that diplomacy was doomed and 
that Iran would have to be dealt with sooner or later. “Attacking Iraq 
when it had no WMDs may have been the wrong step,” said Uzi Arad, 
the former Mossad intelligence chief. “But then to ignore Iran would 
compound the disaster. Israel will be left alone, and American interests 
will be affected catastrophically.”” 

Writing anonymously in the online magazine Salon, a senior State 
Department official saw the oncoming Bush agenda in stark terms—a 
key part of which meant eliminating Iran’s nuclear facilities.® 

Meanwhile, Iranian oil minister Bijan Namdar Zanganeh announced 
Iran’s new policy was to give preference in its exports to China,“ which 
had just signed a new oil-and-gas accord with Iran valued at $70 billion to 
$100 billion. Given its veto power on the U.N. Security Council, Amer- 
ican observers feared that China’s emerging alliance would interfere with 
U.S.-led attempts to put international pressure on Iran.” 


Even though their Iraq policy was a fiasco, now the neocons’ Iran initia- 
tive gathered steam. In August 2006, Peter Hoekstra released a House 
intelligence committee report titled “Recognizing Iran as a Strategic 
Threat: An Intelligence Challenge for the United States.”® Written by 
Frederick Fleitz, former special assistant to John Bolton, the report 
asserted that the CIA lacked “the ability to acquire essential information 
necessary to make judgments” on Tehran’s nuclear program. 

The House report received widespread national publicity, but critics 
were quicker to point out its errors. Gary Sick, senior research scholar at 
the Middle East Institute of Columbia University’s School of International 
and Public Affairs, and an Iran specialist with the NSC under Presidents 
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Ford, Reagan, and Carter, said the report overstates both the number and 
range of Iran’s missiles and neglected to mention that the IAEA found no 
evidence of weapons production or activity. “Some people will recall 
that the IAEA inspectors, in their caution, were closer to the truth about 
Iraqi WMD than, say, the Vice President’s office,” Sick remarked.“ 

“This is like pre-war Iraq all over again,” David Albright said in the 
Washington Post.® “You have an Iranian nuclear threat that is spun 
up, using bad information that’s cherry-picked and a report that trashes 
the inspectors.” 


As the midterm congressional elections approached in November 2006, 
at last the Democrats had an opportunity to strike back. Their odds 
were enhanced by the fact that the Republican scandals were almost too 
numerous to list. Disgraced super-lobbyist Jack Abramoff had pleaded 
guilty to charges of tax fraud and conspiracy to defraud clients and 
bribe a public official. California congressman Duke Cunningham had 
been convicted of taking more than $2 million in bribes. Texas congress- 
man Tom DeLay, once the powerful whip of the House, had been 
forced to drop out of the race because of Texas investigations into the 
financing of his political action committees. The aforementioned Repub- 
lican congressman Mark Foley had sent suggestive e-mails and sexually 
explicit instant messages to teenage boys. Republican senator George 
Allen was caught on video using a racial slur—“macaca” —to describe an 
Indian-American, thus dooming him to defeat. The CIA leak investiga- 
tion proceeded. The aftermath of Katrina remained a festering sore, 
with tens of thousands of people living in trailers, their fates uncertain, 
New Orleans still in ruins. A U.N. report on detainees at Guantanamo 
concluded that the rights of the prisoners were violated and in some 
cases U.S. treatment constituted torture. And just before the election, 
Pastor Ted Haggard, head of the National Association of Evangelicals 
and an outspoken foe of “homosexual activity,” was exposed as having 
had a long relationship with a gay prostitute. 

But most important of all, now that the public had turned against the 
war, everything that had once made Rove, Bush, and the Republicans so 
strong—their discipline, the insistence of their message that only they 
knew how to fight the war on terror—now made them seem weak, in 
denial, out of touch. 

Even the New York Times’s foreign affairs columnist Thomas Fried- 
man, a longtime supporter of the war who had patiently given the admin- 
istration more than three years to get it right, had given up. “It 1s now 
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obvious that we are not midwifing democracy in Iraq,” Friedman wrote 
on August 4, 2006. “We are babysitting a civil war.” Even the most 
unyielding centrists had turned against Bush. 

And when the votes were counted on November 7, it turned out 
Friedman had indeed been an accurate bellwether. According to an 
analysis by CBS News, fully 80 percent of those who disapproved of the 
war voted for the Democratic congressional candidate. For the first 
time in American history, not a single Republican won any House, Sen- 
ate, or gubernatorial seat previously held by a Democrat.” In the end, 
the Democrats won the House of Representatives by 233 to 202 seats, 
and the Senate 51 to 49. The Democrats had won everything but the 
White House. 


On November 8, the day after the election, President Bush announced 
the resignation of Donald Rumsfeld. Though Rumsfeld was the most 
prominent casualty of the rising antiwar sentiment, in the aftermath of 
the elections, another shoe was about to drop. Months earlier, a number 
of congressmen had succeed in putting together the Iraq Study Group 
(ISG), the blue ribbon commission chaired by former secretary of state 
James Baker and former congressman Lee Hamilton, to come up with 
a bipartisan report that offered a face-saving strategy to exit Iraq. Who 
better than Baker, after all, the Bush family’s longtime friend and con- 
sigliere, to talk some sense into the president? 

Baker’s entry into the scene didn’t just raise new questions about 
Bush’s openness to pragmatic solutions. It also introduced an Oedipal ele- 
ment into the drama. Baker’s and Bush’s father, after all, were best friends. 
More than forty years earlier, when George W. was a sixteen-year-old stu- 
dent at Andover, Baker had given him a summer job as a messenger at 
Baker Botts, his Houston law firm. Now, along with Brent Scowcroft, 
Baker was leading a coterie of multilateralists and realists who found 
themselves aghast at the radical direction the younger Bush was taking 
American foreign policy, and desperate to reverse it. 

Even though he had been let go from the administration, Scowcroft 
had not given up his lonely battle. In July 2006, after Israel’s disastrous 
attack on Hezbollah in Lebanon, Scowcroft offered the administration 
more foreign policy advice on the opinion page of the Washington Post, 
arguing that the crisis in Lebanon provided a “historic opportunity” to 
achieve a comprehensive settlement of the Israeli-Palestinian conflict. 
Resolving that conflict, Scowcroft argued, was crucial to stabilizing the 
region— including Iraq. But, as usual, it fell on deaf ears. 
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Nevertheless, according to an article in Salon by Sidney Blumenthal, 
Scowcroft, with the assent of Baker and the elder Bush, sought and 
found support for this notion from the rulers of Egypt and Saudi Ara- 
bia. Even Secretary of State Condoleezza Rice seemed receptive, so 
Scowcroft asked her to help open the president’s mind to the forthcom- 
ing ISG report. 

The president’s relentless commitment to his failed vision in Iraq 
notwithstanding, there was reason to be optimistic that Baker might suc- 
ceed. Key neoconservative architects of the war in Iraq—Paul Wolf- 
owitz, Douglas Feith, and Richard Perle—were no longer part of the 
Bush foreign policy team. The State Department, all but inoperative dur- 
ing the run-up to the Iraq War, was showing new signs of life. Rumsfeld 
was out. And Bush owed Baker because he had come to Bush’s rescue 
during the controversial Florida recount battle in 2000. “Here you have 
Baker coming back trying to pull the president’s chestnuts out of the 
fire,” said a former State Department official. “Not only did he help 
Bush out in Florida, but now he is doing the Baker Hamilton Commis- 
sion. He and Scowcroft were talking relentlessly during the policy for- 
mulation of the Iraq Study Group report. Baker was keeping the 
president informed the whole time. He is trying to throw him a lifeline 
and give him an exit.” 

Scowcroft strategized with Baker throughout the entire period, and 
talked to Condoleezza Rice to try to get her to intervene with Bush. 
“There was an assumption, given the debt of gratitude Bush owed 
Baker, that at least he would get a real hearing,” said the official. 


On December 6, the Iraq Study Group finally released its report, “The 
Way Forward—A New Approach.” Describing the situation in Iraq as 
“grave and deteriorating,” the ISG report did not shy away from point- 
ing out that the new Iraqi army, the police force, and even Prime Minis- 
ter Nuri Kamal al-Maliki often showed greater loyalty to their ethnic 
identities than to the ideal of a nonsectarian, democratic Iraq. The report 
concluded that sending more American soldiers to Iraq would not 
resolve what were fundamentally political problems. 

The subtext was clear: America’s policies in Iraq had failed. It was 
time for the administration to cut its losses. A Gallup poll from Decem- 
ber 12 showed that, among people who had an opinion on the subject, 
five out of six supported implementing the report’s recommendations. 

The only American whose opinion mattered, however, was not 
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impressed. President Bush, Salon reported, dismissed the ISG study 
with an obscenity. “That did not sit well with Scowcroft at all,” said an 
administration official. To Scowcroft’s enormous frustration, Con- 
doleezza Rice had never carried forth his entreaty to the president. 

Just eight days later, on December 14, Bush found a study that was 
more to his liking. Not surprisingly, it came from the American Enter- 
prise Institute, the intellectual stronghold of neoconservatism. The 
author, Frederick Kagan, a resident scholar at the AEI is the son of 
Donald Kagan and the brother of Robert Kagan, who signed PNAC’s 
famous 1998 letter to President Bill Clinton urging him to overthrow 
Saddam Hussein. According to Kagan, the project began in late Septem- 
ber or early October at the instigation of his boss, Danielle Pletka, vice 
president for foreign and defense policy studies at AEI. She decided “it 
would be helpful to do a realistic evaluation of what would be required 
to secure Baghdad,” Kagan said.® 

The project culminated in a four-day planning exercise in early 
December, Kagan said, that just happened to coincide with the release of 
the Iraq Study Group report. But he rejected the notion that his study 
had been initiated by the White House as an alternative to the bipartisan 
assessment. “I’m aware of some of the rumors,” Kagan said. “This was 
not designed to be an anti-ISG report. . .. Any conspiracy theories 
beyond that are nonsense. 

“There was no contact with the Bush administration. We put this 
together on our own. I did not have any contact with the vice president’s 
office prior to... well, I don’t want to say that. I have had periodic con- 
tact with the vice president’s office, but I can’t tell you the dates.”” 

Sharply at odds with the consensus forged by the top brass in Iraq, 
Kagan’s study suggested that with a surge of new troops America could 
finally succeed. Focusing on holding certain areas of Baghdad, it con- 
cluded that the deployment of twenty thousand additional troops 
would be enough to pacify significant sections of the city. Even the title 
of Kagan’s report must have been more appealing to Bush: “Choosing 
Victory: A Plan for Success in Iraq.” The escalation was on. 

The year ended with Saddam Hussein’s grotesque hanging, marked 
by shouting between Saddam and his executioners and the secret record- 
ing of the event with cell phones. Ultimately, the episode was ugly, 
pathetic, and disturbing. The grotesque manner of Saddam’s death 
seemed like a Shiite revenge fantasy against its Sunni dictator and only 
fueled the Iraqi civil war. 
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By the time Bush made his January 10, 2007, speech on the war in 
Iraq, millions of listeners feared that American policy in the Middle 
East was about to enter a new phase. 

It wasn’t just that Bush was doubling down on an extravagantly 
costly bet by sending a “surge” of 21,500 more American troops to 
Iraq; there were also indications that he was upping the ante by an order 
of magnitude. The most conspicuous clue was a four-letter word that 
Bush uttered six times in the course of his speech: Iran. 

In a clear reference to the Islamic Republic and its sometime ally 
Syria, Bush vowed to “seek out and destroy the networks providing 
advanced weaponry and training to our enemies.” At about the same 
time his speech was taking place, U.S. troops stormed an Iranian liaison 
office in Erbil, a Kurdish-controlled city in northern Iraq, and arrested 
and detained five Iranians working there. 

By this time, many Americans had at least an inkling of how neocon- 
servatives had taken control of American foreign policy. But few were 
aware that the same tactics were in play with Iran, that once again neo- 
con ideologues were flogging questionable intelligence about WMDs, 
and dubious Middle East exile groups were making the rounds in 
Washington —this time urging regime change in Syria and Iran. 

At the same time, a series of moves by the military lent credence to 
widespread reports that the United States may have been secretly prepar- 
ing for a massive air attack against Iran. (No one suggested a ground 
invasion.) First came the deployment order of U.S. Navy ships to the 
Persian Gulf. Then came high-level personnel shifts signaling a new 
focus on naval and air operations rather than the ground combat that 
predominates in Iraq. In his January 10 speech, Bush announced that he 
was sending Patriot missiles to the Middle East to defend U.S. allies— 
presumably from Iran. And he pointedly asserted that Iran was “provid- 
ing material support for attacks on American troops,” a charge that 
could easily evolve into a casus belli. 

“Tt is absolutely parallel,” said Philip Giraldi, a former CIA counter- 
terrorism specialist.” “They’re using the same dance steps —demonize 
the bad guys, the pretext of diplomacy, keep out of negotiations, use 
proxies. It is Iraq redux.” 

As the neocons argued, the Iraqi debacle was not the product of their 
failed policies. Rather, it was the result of America’s failure to think big. 
“It’s a mess, isn’t it?” said Wurmser, who now serves as director of the 
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Center for Middle East Policy at the Hudson Institute. “My argument 
has always been that this war is senseless if you don’t give it a regional 
context.”” 

One neocon after another made similar pleas: Iraq was the beginning, 
not the end. Former Israeli prime minister Benjamin Netanyahu himself 
had gone as far as to frame the issue in terms of the Holocaust. “Iran is 
Germany, and it’s 1938,” he told CNN. “Except that this Nazi regime 
that is in Iran... wants to dominate the world, annihilate the Jews, but 
also annihilate America.” 

Even before Bush’s January 10 speech, many inside the military had 
concluded that the decision to bomb Iran had already been made. 
“Bush’s ‘redline’ for going to war is Iran having the knowledge to pro- 
duce nuclear weapons, which is probably what they already have now,” 
said Sam Gardiner, a retired air-force colonel who specializes in staging 
war games on the Middle East. “The president first said [that was his 
redline] in December 2005, and he has repeated it four times since 
thén.”” 

According to Gardiner, the most telling sign that a decision to bomb 
Iran had been made was the deployment order of minesweepers to the 
Persian Gulf, presumably to counter any attempt by Iran to blockade 
the Strait of Hormuz. “These have to be towed to the Gulf,” said Gar- 
diner. “They are really small ships, the size of cabin cruisers, made of 
fiberglass and wood. And towing them to the Gulf can take three to four 
weeks. ”” 

Another serious development was the growing role of the U.S. 
Strategic Command (StratCom), which oversees nuclear weapons, mis- 
sile defense, and protection against weapons of mass destruction. Bush 
directed StratCom to draw up plans for a massive strike against Iran, at 
a time when CentCom had its hands full overseeing operations in Iraq 
and Afghanistan. “Shifting to StratCom indicates that they are talking 
about a really punishing air force and naval air attack [on Iran],” said 
Colonel Patrick Lang.” 

Horrifying as the Iraq War has been, a conflict with Iran would be 
likely to have consequences that are even more dire. It is widely believed 
that Iran might respond to an attack by blockading the Strait of Hormuz, 
a twenty-mile-wide narrows in the eastern part of the Persian Gulf 
through which about 40 percent of the world’s oil exports are trans- 
ported. Oil analysts say a blockade could propel the price of oil through 
the roof, sending the world economy into a tailspin. At a time when the era 
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of “easy oil” was coming to an end, when China’s and India’s energy 
consumption was soaring, there was now the possibility of vast interna- 
tional oil wars. Iran could act on its fierce rhetoric against Israel. The 
Saudis, Russia, China, and other countries might all join the fray. 

“T think of war with Iran as ending America’s present role in the 
world,” former national security adviser Zbigniew Brzezinski told the 
Washington Post. “Iraq may have been a preview of that, we’ll get 
dragged down for 20 or 30 years. The world will condemn us. We will 
lose our position in the world.”” 


In the spring and summer of 2007, the ongoing fiascos associated with 
the Bush White House and its allies were simply too numerous for the 
media, Congress, or the American people to process or fully compre- 
hend. There had been the scandals of Jack Abramoff, Tom DeLay, and 
Mark Foley. As the situation in Iraq deteriorated, even longtime loyal- 
ists, such as speechwriter Matthew Dowd, became fed up, defected, and 
went public with the story of how he had fallen out of love with the 
president. “If the American public says they’re done with something, 
our leaders have to understand what they want,” Dowd said. “They’re 
saying, ‘Get out of Iraq.’”” 

In May, Paul Wolfowitz was forced to resign as head of the World 
Bank, thanks to an overly generous raise he gave to Shaha Ali Riza, his 
onetime girlfriend. In the Valerie Plame Wilson—CIA leak case, Scooter 
Libby was convicted of perjury and obstruction of justice, but his sen- 
tence was commuted by Bush in June. The army’s cover-up about the 
death of former NFL star Pat Tillman came unraveled — with evidence 
emerging in July suggesting he may even have been murdered.” For 
much of the summer, Congress investigated the politicization of the 
Justice Department—and by extension, the federal judiciary —because 
of the firing of nine U.S. attorneys for political reasons. In the ensuing 
investigation, there was one subpoena after another. White House offi- 
cials defied Congress by refusing to testify and deleting millions of 
e-mails. Attorney General Alberto Gonzales repeatedly stonewalled 
Congress, apparently perjured himself — and, ultimately, resigned under 
fire. 

In late August, Roll Call broke the story that Republican senator 
Larry Craig had been arrested for lewd conduct in a Minneapolis airport 
and had pleaded guilty to a lesser charge of disorderly conduct, thereby 
becoming yet another politician whose life was at odds with the “family 
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values” he piously promoted.* Even Karl Rove jumped ship, leaving the 
president almost all alone. Bush’s most devoted retainers were gone. His 
approval ratings hovered in the low thirties and sometimes dipped into 
the twenties. The presidency was in free fall. 

In September 2007, Lieutenant General David Petraeus, the com- 
mander of coalition forces in Iraq, went before Congress and argued that 
the surge in troop strength was working as a strategy and should be 
given more time. But by a number of measures, it had been a failure. 
Although the surge brought down violence in some sectors of Baghdad, 
throughout the country the death toll from sectarian violence was aver- 
aging sixty-two fatalities per day, nearly double the toll of a year earlier.” 
On one day alone, August 16, 2007, more than four hundred people had 
been killed in the worst string of suicide bombings of the war. And the 
Iraqi government had failed to meet most of the benchmarks and time- 
lines it had promised to achieve in terms of providing security. 

As the White House evaluated its options, a New York Times/CBS 
News poll showed that the number of Americans who trusted Bush to 
bring the Iraq War to a successful conclusion had sunk to an astonish- 
ingly low figure—5 percent.” Leading historians such as Princeton Uni- 
versity professor Sean Wilentz asserted that Bush was arguably the 
worst president in history.” A website called “Backwards Bush” sold 
keychains with “Bush Countdown Clocks,” that counted the amount of 
time he had left in office.” Broadly speaking, across the country, there 
was a sense of an utterly failed presidency. America waited impatiently 
for his term to end. 


Yet through it all, Bush remained unfazed—besieged, but somehow 
utterly certain, unquestioning, and oddly at ease with himself, even 
when confronted with overwhelming evidence that he had created the 
greatest foreign policy disaster in American history. Ultimately, he had 
a fatalistic approach toward his legacy. “Look, everybody is trying to 
write the history of this administration even before it’s over,” Bush said. 
“Tm reading about George Washington still. My attitude is if they are 


*In 1999, speaking on NBC’s Meet the Press, Senator Craig lashed out at President 
Bill Clinton for his behavior in the Monica Lewinsky scandal: “The American people 
already know that Bill Clinton is a bad boy —a naughty boy. I’m going to speak out 
for the citizens of my state, who in the majority think that Bill Clinton is probably 
even a nasty, bad, naughty boy.” 
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still analyzing number one, forty-three ought not to worry about it and 
just do what he thinks is right.”® 

Bush’s real concerns were best reflected in a series of exclusive inter- 
views he gave to Robert Draper in Dead Certain: The Presidency of 
George W. Bush, a book that revealed the president’s true passion by dis- 
cussing his regimen of jogging and biking on no fewer than twenty- 
seven pages. What emerged was a portrait of a president, at a time in 
which the country was truly in crisis, who had developed an astonishing, 
single-minded obsession with improving his biking times and creating 
the perfect “single-track” mountain-biking trail on his ranch in Craw- 
ford, trails that challenged his stamina and reflexes. After his interviews 
with Bush, Draper channeled the president: “Loving how he could sus- 
tain a heart rate of 140 to 175 for ninety minutes—something he could 
never do when he was running—while regularly checking his calorie 
burn, relishing the metrics: 1,000 calories, 1,200, sometimes 1,500. . ~. 
Loving the pain, seeking it out.... Absolutely geared to the mentality of 
the sport: grinding, pushing, meeting resistance head-on. Quitting only 
when the hurt consumed him. And loving the feeling that, even in this 
solitary pastime, he was ahead of the curve, among the first Baby 
Boomers with failing joints to give up the jogging track for the cycle. ... 
Even now, he was setting an example —he was leading. ”* 

As if that was not an unusual obsession for a man whose presidency 
was in crisis, when it came to the most crucial policies of his adminis- 
tration, choices that cost thousands of lives, such as the widely criti- 
cized decision to disband the Iraqi army shortly after the 2003 
invasion, Bush seemed curiously confused and disengaged, asserting 
that he had wanted to maintain the Iraqi army intact and couldn’t 
remember why it had been disbanded. “The policy was to keep the 
army intact; didn’t happen,” he told Draper. When Draper asked Bush 
why his chief administrator for Iraq, L. Paul Bremer III, issued an 
order in May 2003 to disband the 400,000-man army, Bush replied, 
“Yeah, I can’t remember; I’m sure I said, “This is the policy, what 
happened?’”® 

In fact, on May 23, 2003, just after Bremer disbanded the Iraqi army, 
Bush had written Bremer a letter saying, “You have my full support and 
confidence.” 


As for what the future might hold, after his administration ended, 
Bush intended to create the Freedom Institute at Southern Methodist 
University in Dallas, where young leaders would be given stipends to 
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do research, lecture, and write. In addition, in Dead Certain, Bush 
said he harbored more mundane concerns such as “replenishing the ol’ 
coffers.” He was reasonably sure he could make “ridiculous” money by 
lecturing. “I don’t know what my dad gets. But it’s more than fifty, 
seventy-five. . . . Clinton’s making a lot of money.”” 

Even if Bush preferred to think that judgment of his administration 
would be rendered only many years in the future, with more than 
fourteen months left in his last term, his legacy was largely sealed. By 
embodying a vision of American exceptionalism shared by the neocons 
and the Christian Right, and by implementing policies aligned with that 
vision, Bush, with the help of so many of his father’s nemeses— Rums- 
feld, the neocons, the Christian Right—had put America on an extraor- 
dinarily radical new course. As his father’s tearful speech in Tallahassee 
in 2006 had suggested, George W. Bush had indeed destroyed his 
father’s legacy. The family’s political future appeared to be effectively 
dead as well. In early 2007, in his final days* as governor of Florida, Jeb 
Bush, once hailed as a prospect to become the third Bush to occupy the 
White House, explained it simply but dramatically to Spanish-speaking 
reporters. “Yo no tengo futuro,” he said. “I have no future.”* 

But what George W. Bush had done to his family paled compared to 
the impact of his policies on the rest of the world. By the fall of 2007, 
more than 3,700 Americans had died in Iraq, and tens of thousands had 
been seriously wounded. Tens of thousands of Iraqis had been killed, 
and four million Iraqis had been displaced. In dollars, the cost to Amer- 
ican taxpayers was in the hundreds of billions, at least—and by some 
estimates, would stretch into the trillions when the future cost of caring 
for wounded U.S. veterans was tallied. 

Bush’s war had fueled, not extinguished, the flames of terror, and the 
repercussions from the Sunni-Shrite conflict reverberated throughout 
the region. The White House announced plans to sell $20 billion of 
weapons to Saudi Arabia, in large part to pacify its Sunni ally who felt 
threatened by a newly emboldened Iran. Moreover, the war in Iraq had 
overshadowed and drawn attention and resources from the conflict in 
Afghanistan. Initially, American troops had had success against 


Al-Qaeda and the Taliban in Afghanistan, but both those forces had 


*Due to term limits under state law, Jeb Bush was unable to seek a third term. 

tA spokesman for the governor later said he had made the comment in jest. But like 
many jokes, this one had at least a grain of truth to it and even allies conceded that his 
prospects had dimmed because of “Bush fatigue.” 
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regrouped and begun to attack American forces again.* And the neocons 
had been successful in thwarting the Israeli-Palestinian peace process by 
creating “a clean break’ from the land-for-peace path carved out in Oslo. 

In addition, Bush and Cheney had gone even further than Richard 
Nixon in pursuit of the imperial presidency, in the process inflicting a 
brutal assault on America as a constitutional democracy. The intricate 
system of checks and balances that made America’s constitutional 
democracy so exceptional was in tatters. The home of the free had 
given birth to the gulag of Guantanamo, the torture of Abu Ghraib. 
America had abrogated the Geneva Convention, secretly rendering 
detainees to countries famous for their techniques in torture. And it had 
begun spying on its own citizens without court authorization. 


Perhaps sensing that the die had been irrevocably cast, Americans 
shifted their attention to the 2008 presidential race. Among the Repub- 
lican contenders, at least, the neocons were far from dead. A number of 
them expressed their “neoculpas” in Vanity Fair, effectively blaming the 
Bush administration for incompetently implementing their vision, 
which they hoped to rectify with the next administration. Norman 
Podhoretz, one of the godfathers of neoconservatism and author of a 
May 2007 Wall Street Journal piece that called for war with Iran, joined 
Rudy Giuliani’s team as senior foreign policy adviser. Other GOP 
hopefuls — Mitt Romney, Fred Thompson, and John McCain—were 
eyed by neocon policy makers as well. 

As for the Christian Right, it was still an extraordinarily potent 
political force but, relative to the 2004 campaign, the role it would 
play was far less clear. Jerry Falwell had died. Thanks to evangelical 
leaders such as Jim Wallis and publications such as Sojourners, a new 
religious left had emerged, focusing on peace and justice and reviving 
the evangelical traditions of the social gospel. Likewise, led by Richard 
Cizik, the vice president for governmental affairs of the National Asso- 
ciation of Evangelicals (NAE), a new breed of evangelical environ- 
mentalist, concerned with global warming, called for “creation care,” 
and created new divisions in the Christian Right. Finally, as the presi- 
dential primaries approached, the leading candidates for the Republican 
nomination carefully sculpted their views to win the support of the 
Christian Right, but none were as natural a fit as Bush had been. Ulti- 


*Casualty levels rose dramatically in Afghanistan, and by the end of 2006, it was 
statistically as dangerous for U.S. soldiers to serve in Afghanistan as it was in Iraq. 
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mately, Bush’s and Karl Rove’s attempt to create a permanent Republi- 
can majority by wedding it to religious conservatives may have had the 
opposite of its intended effect. 


With more than a year remaining in Bush’s term, there was still reason 
to fear that the worst was yet to come. A large flotilla of U.S. ships had 
entered the Persian Gulf, just two weeks after Cheney vowed to do 
what was necessary to prevent Iran from building nuclear weapons and 
“dominating the region.” The United States now had enough forces in 
place to mount a massive air assault on Iran. 

Bush’s rhetoric with regard to Iran became increasingly bellicose— 
evoking memories of the “smoking-gun—mushroom-cloud” campaign 
against Saddam five years earlier. Referring to Iran as “the world’s lead- 
ing state sponsor of terrorism” in a late August speech, Bush said the 
Islamic Republic “threatens to put a region already known for instabil- 
ity and violence under the shadow of a nuclear holocaust,” and vowed 
“to confront this danger before it’s too late.”® The administration con- 
sidered designating Iran’s Islamic Revolutionary Guard as a “specially 
designated global terrorist” organization, an act that arguably could 
allow the administration to bomb Iran without seeking congressional 
approval. McClatchy* newspapers’ Warren Strobel, John Walcott, and 
Nancy A. Youssef —part of the same team of Knight Ridder journalists 
that had seen through many of the phony intelligence reports dissemi- 
nated by the neocons—reported that Cheney had proposed launching 
air strikes “at suspected training camps in Iran run by the Quds force, a 
special unit of the Iranian Revolutionary Guard Corps.”” 

On September 12, 2007, Fox News joined in, reporting that, “accord- 
ing to a well-placed Bush administration source, “everyone in town’ is 
now participating in a broad discussion about the costs and benefits of 
military action against Iran, with the likely time frame for any such 
course of action being over the next eight to ten months, after the pres- 
idential primaries have probably been decided, but well before the 
November 2008 elections.” 

Fox added that “consideration is being given as to how long it would 
take to degrade Iranian air defenses [so] U.S. fighter jets could then 
begin a systematic attack on Iran’s known nuclear targets. .. . The Bush 
administration ‘has just about had it with Iran,’ said one foreign diplo- 


*In 2006, McClatchy bought Knight Ridder, the nation’s second-largest chain of 
daily newspapers, and in the process took over its Washington bureau. 
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mat. ... “There are a number of people in the administration who do not 
want their legacy to be leaving behind an Iran that is nuclear armed.’”” 

On September 23, 2007, the Sunday Times of London reported that 
Israel had secretly bombed a Syrian military installation on September 
6, after seizing North Korean nuclear material from the base. The arti- 
cle said that President Bush approved the attack “after Washington 
was shown evidence the material was nuclear related.”” Both North 
Korea and Syria denied the charges that an exchange of nuclear materi- 
als had taken place, however, and what really happened was shrouded in 
mystery. Some observers speculated that the incident was yet another 
disinformation operation, and the the Israeli bombing raid was a dry 
run for a future attack on Iran. 

Whatever the truth, any number of such incidents involving the 
United States or Israel against Syria or Iran could easily ignite a larger 
conflagration. The Bush White House had built the fire. Whether it 
would light the match remained to be seen. 

But even if Bush and Cheney did not strike Iran, historians had 
already amassed enough information with which to assess the damages 
wrought by the Bush administration. Driven by delusional idealism and 
religious zeal, Bush, after all, had already made one catastrophic blun- 
der, the true historic dimensions of which have yet to emerge. To fully 
appreciate its consequences, one cannot overlook the fact that the Iraq 
War took place in the twilight of the hydrocarbon era, during China’s 
extraordinary ascendancy. Far from safeguarding America as promised, 
the Iraq War had jeopardized the country’s security and with it, poten- 
tially, America’s vital access to the Middle East oil so crucial to fueling 
the most powerful economic engine in history. 

Who knows how much stronger America’s geostrategic position 
might be if the Bush administration had not squandered the incalcula- 
ble goodwill the United States had after 9/11? Who knows how much 
better off America might be, if instead of wasting its time and money on 
Iraq, it had invested those same resources in education or the health care 
system that was in crisis, or in developing alternative energy sources and 
a strategy to free the country from its dependence on Middle East oil? 
Such losses are truly impossible to calculate. 
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